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    For the maegkana of this world

     

    


    “The world grows, and its frame is knit together by the growing soul; dim, dim at first, then clearer and more clear, the consciousness discerns remote stirrings. As thoughts move within us darkly, and shake us before they are fully discerned—so events—so beings: they are knit with us in the growth of the world. You have risen within me like a thought not fully spelled: my soul is shaken before the words are all there. The rest will come—it will come.”

     

    George Eliot, Daniel Deronda

    
    Prologue

     

    
     

    The fire crackled in the hearth, its flames lapping at the wooden logs with short quick bursts of light. Shadows stirred on the pale-yellow walls, mirroring the dancing blaze. Naima dozed in her armchair, a piece of embroidery resting in her limp hands. Her long, raven hair glimmered in the firelight. In the peace of sleep, the sharp angles of her face softened, giving a subtle hint of the woman she had been before she had come to this distant land, before she had left her home all those years ago.

    On the thick rug in front of her crouched a tawny-colored cat with bright green eyes. He gazed into the fire unerringly, as if watching for something in the twisting orange flames. His ear twitched, turning towards the north wall and the oak door that marked the entrance to the world outside. For the space of a breath, he listened, his paws pressing into the rug, anchoring himself to the earth beneath the layers of wood and stone. Then with a sudden leap he was beside Naima, standing on the wide armrest of her chair. He leaned over to lick her hand, and she roused, blinking rapidly as she took a deep breath in, her blue eyes a startling contrast to the black of her hair.

    She glanced down at him, tracing her fingers against his soft, silky fur.

    “Was I snoring?” she asked with a smirk.

    He gazed up at her unblinkingly, and the smile on her face faded.

    “He comes now?” she said, her voice sharp.

    Turning her head towards the door, she remained seated and waited. Within moments, she heard the crunch of dirt beneath heavy boots, soon followed by the sound of a hand fumbling at the doorknob. The door burst open, banging against the wall. In an instant, she recognized the shape of Björn standing in the open doorway, his tall broad figure outlined against the twilight outside, marred only by the contours of a large bundle he held in his arms. As he staggered inside, she realized that he carried the sagging body of a pregnant woman.

    “Where shall I put her?” he asked. His deep voice was strained, and she saw that he was on the verge of dropping the unconscious woman.

    Naima threw the embroidery from her lap and stood in one fluid motion, her movements sharp and fast as she stepped around the chair.

    “Here,” she said. She indicated the pallet bed in the center of the room and reached down to sweep aside some objects that cluttered its surface.

    Gently, he laid the woman down, his face twisted with concern.

    “I found her down by the docks,” he said as he turned towards Naima, running his hands through his thick mane of red hair. “She was huddled up against some crates, shivering and mumbling to herself. I don’t think she knew where she was. I tried to talk with her, but she speaks a language that I don’t know.” He glanced back down at the unconscious woman, swallowing before continuing. “Somehow she trusted me, and let me pick her up. On my way here she passed out. I don’t even know her name.”

    Naima crouched down, resting the back of her hand on the woman’s forehead. She was short, with long, raven hair tangled in knots. Her reddish-brown skin was clammy and hot to the touch. She moaned, her face twisting in pain, but did not open her eyes. Naima withdrew her hand and scanned her body for injuries. She rested her palm on the woman’s belly, noticing that the dress she wore was completely drenched with sweat. Closing her eyes, Naima quieted her mind and listened for the child inside. She felt the life beneath her hand; the consciousness of the child within as it awoke to communicate, reaching up through the barrier of skin. Opening her eyes, she turned towards Björn, taking the heavy blanket he handed her.

    “I need your help getting her out of these wet things.”

    They worked quickly, pulling the soaked dress from her limp body. Björn turned his face away, attempting to hold her without seeing what he held. He blushed at the touch of her skin; he had never touched a woman’s naked body before.

    “Hold her a moment. I’m going to get a clean nightgown,” Naima said. She draped the blanket around the woman’s shoulders before turning to walk away.

    The woman began to twist, moaning in distress. Panicked, Björn looked after Naima’s retreating figure, but did not call out. He shifted his hands to hold her more securely, grimacing with embarrassment as he felt the softness of her breast rub up against his arm.

    “I’m so sorry,” he mumbled.

    She continued to writhe, and he began to hum to her the way he hummed to the horses up on the farm when he needed to calm them. At the sound of his voice she quieted, slowly settling until her face was tucked up against his chest. He closed his eyes, breathing in the warm, earthy smell of her hair.

    The silence was broken by the sound of footsteps stepping down into the living room. Björn watched as Naima approached, a linen nightgown held in her hand.

    “How is she?” Naima asked.

    “Quiet now, but she was quite agitated a moment ago.”

    “Help me dress her. We’ll have to check it in a couple hours, and change the gown if it’s soaked through. Can you stay the night?”

    “Aye, my father won’t miss me tonight. I was planning to be out late, meeting some friends down at the tavern.”

    Once she was dressed, Björn laid her back down on the pallet, carefully placing her head on the pillow. Covering her first with a sheet, and then the blanket, he stood, but hesitated; he did not want to leave her side.

    Naima pulled a chair from the dining table, setting it down by the pallet bed. “Would you please bring some water to boil? I’ll join you in a moment.”

    He nodded and turned away, lumbering with heavy steps towards the kitchen.

    Turning towards the tawny cat that crouched by her side, she said, “It’s going to be a long night, my friend.”

    The cat stared up at her, his green eyes wide and intense.

    She nodded in agreement. “Yes, I think the child may come tonight. She says she’s ready, and she wants to give her mother peace.”

    The cat leapt onto the side of the pallet, his soft fur grazing the edge of the woman’s hand. She stirred, licking her lips as she awoke. Grimacing in pain, she looked around, her eyes darting every which way as she took in her surroundings. For a moment, they rested on Naima before she noticed the cat crouched beside her. As she stared at him her gaze cleared, the thick fever having lifted, and she nodded in consent. She raised her hand, letting it rest on his back, and closed her eyes once more. He began to purr, and as he purred, a soft, golden light emanated from his body and coursed up her arm, soon enveloping the whole of her in its warm light. Her brow released its crease, and she felt the pain ebb away as she drifted into sleep. He slipped out from under her hand, careful not to wake her, and settled himself just beside her.

    “She can understand you?” Naima asked. She searched the eyes of her small friend, listening from that place deep within herself.

    “At least a little bit,” she repeated. “Well, that’s a great help. Were you able to find out anything else about her?”

    The cat continued to stare at Naima, his pupils dilating as his ears flitted back and forth, listening for something, and she knew he wasn’t really looking at her anymore. She waited, shifting subtly so that both her feet were firmly pressing into the floor; she knew she would need the strength of the earth this night. His ears stopped moving as his pupils constricted, and she knew he was looking at her once more.

    “Soyala. That’s a pretty name. And where is she from? A land far away from here.” Naima turned to look at the woman, her expression softening as she gazed at her. “I know what it’s like to be far from home. I know what it’s like to be in a strange land.” She turned again towards the cat. “Can you discover anything else?”

    He stilled, his eyes dilating as he looked within and without, to the place in himself that touched the space between all things. After a few minutes, he gazed again at Naima.

    “A princess.” She smiled, glancing at the sleeping woman before turning again towards the cat. “Kidnapped and escaped?” Her forehead creased, her lips pressing tightly together. “Can you see anything else?”

    He stilled once more, listening. The woman gasped, her face contorting in pain.

    “Stop!” Naima called, her voice louder than she had intended. The cat gazed up at her, his green eyes wide and unblinking.

    “I see. She does not wish to see, to look back on her past. The veil between now and then is thickening. Her connection to this life is thinning.” Naima sighed, her eyes turning towards the sleeping woman. “I will ask no more questions of you, my lady. I am sorry to have asked so much.”

    Slowly, the sleeping woman’s face calmed again. Naima stood, unconsciously smoothing the wrinkles from the front of her dress. She looked down at the cat.

    “Please watch over her, Cindri. I will be back shortly.”

    As she stepped into the kitchen, Björn turned towards her, clutching a knife in one hand and a rutabaga in the other. At her raised eyebrow, he gave a slight smile and shrugged.

    “It looks like it may be a long night. I thought it might be a good idea to make a stew.”

    Nodding in silent agreement, she turned and reached up to the top shelf, the sleeve of her dress falling down to reveal a branding on the inside of her arm near the crook of her elbow. The triangular-shaped scar was raised and angry, in stark contrast to the pale smoothness of her skin. Björn’s eyes lingered on the marking, and Naima, feeling his gaze, turned to face him, her eyes meeting his in a look of defiance. Dropping his gaze, he nodded in apology, before turning back to the cutting board and his rutabaga.

    Turning again towards the shelf, Naima pulled down a jar filled with dried yellow herbs. Opening the lid, she sniffed its contents before placing it on the counter. She reached for another jar, this one filled with the dried petals of a rare blue flower. Opening the lid, she sniffed, nodding to herself before placing it on the counter beside the first jar. Reaching for a third jar, this one filled with small brown twigs, she once again opened the lid and sniffed. She stood, considering for a moment, before shaking her head and returning the jar to the shelf. Turning, she strode across the room and reached for a final jar, this one with dried purple buds. Opening the lid, she sniffed and smiled, placing it with the other two jars on the counter.

    A pot of water was simmering on the stove, and she began to add the dried herbs to its bubbling surface. Once the herbs were all added, she turned towards Björn.

    “I’m sorry for staring,” he said, his voice a low rumble. “I didn’t mean any harm. I’m just unaccustomed to seeing the mark.”

    She placed a hand on his arm. “I’m used to people looking at it with malice in their eyes. I should have known that you would never look at me like that.”

    Placing his warm, roughened hand over hers, he gave it a squeeze before releasing it and returning to chopping. “How is she?” he asked.

    Naima sighed, turning back to the herbs and giving the pot a stir. “Not well. Cindri is with her, giving her strength and keeping her calm. But I suspect the child will be born this night, and I don’t know if she will make it.”

    “The child or the woman?”

    “The woman. The child is strong.” Naima paused, smiling at the thought. “She wants to live. But her mother is letting go. I hope she will hold out long enough for the birth.”

    “Did she speak to you at all?”

    “No. But Cindri was able to learn her name. Soyala.”

    “Soy-ala?” he asked, trying to repeat the name after her.

    “No. So-yala. Cindri says she’s come a long way, and she’s had a hard road. Though I suppose that was obvious.”

    “Aye, I could tell that the moment I saw her,” Björn replied. He reached for a dark red beet and began to chop it. “What will happen to the child, should it live?”

    “The child? I don’t know yet. First thing is first though, to make sure she lives.”

    “There’s really no hope for the mother?” Björn asked, his voice breaking.

    “Cindri says it’s not her body that is failing, but her heart. Her heart has been broken, and she doesn’t want to live anymore.”

    “Even for her child?”

    “He says there’s almost nothing left in her. It was all she could do to get here.”

    “We’ll try to help her though?” he asked. He paused in his chopping, and turned to face her.

    “Of course we’ll try,” she replied. “I always try.”

    Nodding, he turned back to the chopping block. Naima moved to the window, looking out at the dark night sky. Her home was perched atop Brikhan’s Bluff, on the southern edge of town. The window she looked out from faced to the east, and what seemed to her to be the endless sea. Just now, the water appeared darker than the sky, black to its midnight blue. To her left, in the distance, a dark strip of land jutted out, forming the northern edge of the bay. Her home was perched on the southern tip of its horseshoe shape.

    She glanced back at him, watching as he added more vegetables to the stew. “You found her down by the docks. Was there a ship? Were there other passengers that had disembarked with her?”

    “Not as far as I could see,” he replied. “Only small fishing boats. If she did come from aboard a ship, it must have set sail long before I saw her. There were folks about, but just townsfolk, and everyone I saw was pretending not to see her. You know how folks are.”

    “That I do,” she murmured as she rubbed the inside of her arm. “And she didn’t have any possessions?”

    “None that I could see. Only the cloak on her back.”

    Turning to the pot of simmering herbs, she inhaled the steam as it came off. “I believe this is ready,” she said.

    Removing the pot from the stove, she reached for a mug and poured some of the hot liquid inside. Returning to the front living room, she first checked on the fire before joining the cat sitting beside the sleeping woman.

    “How is she?” she asked. She leaned down, placing the back of her hand against her forehead. It was still clammy and hot to the touch.

    “The same? Well, at least it’s not worse.” Removing her hand, she turned towards Cindri. “Can you rouse her? I need her to drink this.” She held up the cup of steaming liquid for him to see.

    He began purring, and once again a soft golden light began to emanate from his body. The woman stirred, her eyes blinking open. She reached for her belly, holding it in her weak hands. Naima reached out to cover one of the woman’s hands with her own. The woman flinched at the physical contact, surprised to find herself in someone else’s company. Her brown eyes widened, and she tried to shift away, but was too weak to move. Cindri rubbed his head against her arm, reminding her of his presence. At his touch she stopped struggling, but her body remained tense, clenched in fear.

    “Soyala,” Naima said as she reached out to touch her arm.

    Hearing her name, Soyala stilled, her eyes riveted on Naima’s face.

    Naima pulled back her hand, resting it instead on her own chest. “Naima,” she said. Reaching back out to touch the woman’s arm, she said, “Soyala.” Then, touching her own chest again, she said, “Naima.”

    The woman nodded, her eyes glazing over in pain. “Naima,” she said as she nodded towards Naima. “Soyala,” she said as she lifted her hand up to touch her own chest. “Fjörna,” she said as she returned her hand to her belly.

    Naima pointed at her belly. “Fjörna?” she asked.

    Soyala nodded. “Fjörna.” Her body gave a great shudder, and her eyes began to close. Naima reached out to grip her arm, and Soyala reluctantly opened her eyes.

    Naima held up the steaming mug. “I need you to drink this,” she said.

    Nodding imperceptibly, Soyala reached out for the teacup. Naima helped her to drink down its contents, before tucking her back into the blanket. Within moments, Soyala was sleeping once more.

    The fire continued to crackle, the only sound that broke the stillness of the night. Naima returned to her armchair, resting and waiting for what she knew would soon be coming. A few minutes later, Björn reentered the room. He stood above the sleeping form of Soyala, as if memorizing the curves of her face. After a time, he gave a great sigh and joined Naima by the fireside, taking a seat in the armchair across from her.

    It was after midnight that they were awakened by a cry. Björn jumped to his feet, his head whipping about looking for the source of the scream. Realizing it was Soyala, he looked towards Naima, his eyes filled with anguish at feeling so helpless. Naima, already kneeling by the side of the crying woman, placed her hand upon the pregnant belly.

    “It’s time,” she said. Meeting Soyala’s eyes, she continued, “Your child is coming. Fjörna is coming.”

    Nodding, Soyala began to rock back and forth, her lips pressed together in pain.

    Naima turned towards Björn, her hand still holding Soyala’s belly. “I need you to boil some water, and bring me clean linen from the cabinet. And my medicine bag.”

    Nodding, he dashed into the kitchen, from which Naima could hear the clamor of pots a moment later. Soyala cried out again as her body clenched with another contraction. Naima reached for her hand and clutched it tightly. Confused, Soyala looked at her. Naima began to breathe deeply, nodding at Soyala, encouraging her to do the same.

    Björn returned a few minutes later, his arms teeming with clean linens and Naima’s medicine bag. His eyes flitted back and forth from Naima to Soyala. “What shall I do?” he asked.

    “She needs comfort. Sit by her.”

    Björn reached for a chair, and placed it on the other side of the pallet. Soyala’s contractions had subsided, but she was crying quietly. He sat down and picked up her hand, gently holding it between his two large ones. At the touch of his skin, she looked over, her eyes glazed from the fever. She started to babble, the words all a tangle to his ears. She seemed urgent, as if she were trying to tell him something important.

    “Shhhh,” he said as he reached a hand out to touch her sweaty brow. “It’s all right. It’s going to be all right.”

    At the sound of his voice, she quieted but kept her eyes fixed on his face. He started humming, and after a few minutes she relaxed back against the pillow, her eyelids drooping closed. Then another contraction came, and her grip on his hand tightened. He continued to hum, speaking softly to her.

    Naima sat in quiet contemplation, watching as Björn tended to the woman’s heart. From all Cindri had told her, she knew that Soyala would likely not last the night. Her body could heal, but her heart yearned for release, and there was nothing Naima could do to change this. As she watched Björn sing to her in his low, rumbling voice, she felt sore inside and her eyes welled up with tears.

    After a few hours, she sent Björn away to eat some food and take a nap in her bed. Reluctantly, he withdrew his large hand from Soyala’s small one, and stood. As he pulled away, Soyala’s eyes blinked open and she moaned in distress, not wanting him to go. Naima quickly moved around the bed to take his place, slipping her hand into the feverish woman’s sweaty one.

    As she felt a new hand hold hers, Soyala’s eyes snapped open. Her gaze locked with the older woman’s, and she uttered a word that Naima could not understand but recognized as a word of power. As if by an otherworldly force, their handgrip tightened. Naima felt a gust of energy move from Soyala’s body into her own, and with it she experienced a wave of feelings and saw a series of images that did not belong to her.

    In her mind’s eye, she saw a small boy with curly, blond hair and blue eyes, his cheeks rosy with mirth and his laughter filling her with joy, calling her name; only it wasn’t her name; it was Soyala’s. Another image, and he was older, with stubble on his chin and anger in his eyes. He was standing over the prostrate figure of a man with long, black hair, and she felt terror well up inside her; only it wasn’t her; it was Soyala. Another image, and she was blindfolded and gagged, with her hands bound behind her. She was being carried by a man, the same blond man, and she could recognize the smell of his sweat, the texture of his hair, and her heart was empty; only it wasn’t her heart; it was Soyala’s. Another image, the lower deck of a sailboat, and the man passed out in the corner, his beautiful face marred by the hatred she felt for him, the sacred stone of her people worn round his neck as if it were a mere jewel. Her belly beginning to bulge with life, though he didn’t know it, and the stirrings of a desperate need to be free, to save her child; only it wasn’t her child; it was Soyala’s.

    The grip on her hand slackened, and once again she was Naima, looking into the eyes of a broken woman with a heart full of ash. She felt a tear fall down her cheek, and as it did Soyala watched, her deep brown eyes slowly calming, knowing that her child would be safe with this woman.

    She held her belly with trembling hands, her eyes fixed on Naima’s face. “Fjörna,” she said.

    Naima nodded and covered Soyala’s hand with her own. “Fjörna,” she repeated.

     

    
     

    It was near dawn when the baby was born. Björn was sitting to one side of Soyala, his hand clutched tightly in hers. The window above the dining room table had gone from black to grey, but nobody noticed. Another contraction came, and with it she clenched and screamed, her voice raw and weak from the long night. She heard a wail, a small voice crying, and she closed her eyes in relief, knowing the child was born and her journey was near completion.

    Opening her eyes, she watched as Naima cradled the child in her arms, her small face peeking out from the swaddling cloth. Naima stepped around the table and knelt down, placing the baby on Soyala’s belly. Soyala wrapped her arms around her, holding her gently and guiding the tiny mouth to her nipple. The baby fed until she fell asleep.

    “Fjörna,” Soyala whispered. She moved her hand to caress the dark, downy hairs that covered her small, delicate head. Then she, too, fell asleep, and as the sun began to rise she took her last breath.

    Björn knelt down on the floor beside the pallet bed, his body shaking with sobs. Naima sat in the chair on the other side of the bed, still as a statue, her face lined with grief. In the morning light the tears on her cheeks glistened. She looked away, out the window to the east, and towards the open sea. The sun was an orange disc on the horizon, slowly emerging, casting the world in color. She took a deep breath in as she shifted her feet so that they were pressing more firmly into the ground; she knew this night was not yet over, not until the child was safe.

    “Björn,” she said, her voice startling him.

    His eyes were wet with tears, and he blinked them away. Clearing his throat, he wiped his nose with the back of his hand before responding. “Aye,” he rasped.

    “Would you please ready my wagon? I must tend to the baby.”

    “Where will you take her?” he asked. His gaze was fixed on the immobile body of Soyala.

    “Up to your farm, actually. To Giles and Beatrice. As you know, they had a child in the spring, and she should still be nursing him. She’ll have milk for the babe, and maybe they’ll offer her a home.”

    “Won’t you care for the child?” he asked.

    He turned to look at her, his eyes rimmed with red. She had never before seen him so broken, so sad, and it clutched at her heart.

    “From afar. Now go, ready my horse. We must leave soon.”

    “What about Soyala?”

    She looked down at the still figure of the lifeless woman. “We’ll tend to her when we get back. She’ll need a proper burial.”

    “Aye.” He rose but didn’t move. He stood, staring down at Soyala’s tranquil face, wishing that if he ran his hand down the side of her cheek, she would wake, and seeing his face, smile.

    “Björn,” Naima implored, breaking his reverie.

    “Aye, I’ll go now,” he said. He tore his eyes away and turned towards the door.

    After a few minutes, she heard the rumble of wagon wheels churning up the dirt outside. She gathered the baby in her arms, wrapping a thick, woolen blanket around her sleeping form so that only her small face peeked out.

    “Fjörna,” she whispered to the slumbering child. “You are not alone.”

    She turned towards the hearth, beside which Cindri was curled up in her armchair. He opened his eyes to look at her and lifted his head, waiting. “I don’t know how long I’ll be gone,” she said. “Stay with her while I’m away? Help her cross over.”

    He stood, arching his back in a stretch before jumping off the armchair. Padding across the rug, his small paws making barely any sound, he stopped when he reached Naima’s side and sat down by her feet, his green eyes staring up at her. She knelt down so that he could see the child, and his pupils dilated as he took in her sleeping form. He purred, and a small wisp of golden light streamed out of him, curling once around her small face and settling into her chest. He stopped purring and met Naima’s gaze for a brief moment, then leapt onto the pallet and settled down beside Soyala.

    “Thank you,” Naima whispered before turning away.

    Walking outside, she closed the door softly behind her. The autumn air was crisp and cool, and it felt refreshing on her skin. She inhaled deeply, letting the smell of the sea fill her. She could hear a few seagulls barking over the ridge of the bluff, and she knew the tide must be out and the beach exposed. Björn sat in the wagon, the reins of her horse tucked in his massive hands. His fiery red hair seemed ablaze in the first morning light. As she approached the wagon, she took the hand he offered, carefully balancing the baby in the other, and allowed him to pull her up until she was seated beside him. Clucking his tongue, he waved the reins and the horse began to walk.

    They followed the ridgeline inland, in the direction of the outlying farms, keeping to the road as it wrapped around the southern edge of town. There was a path that veered down from the bluff, directly into town, but it was too narrow for the wagon. Besides, by keeping to the ridgeline they avoided any questions or pleasantries that would likely arise should they meet any townsfolk. Instead they rode west, away from the rising sun. Naima could feel the soft rays of light on her back, offering warmth to her broken heart. It had been a long time since anyone had died under her care, and as they rumbled along she thought back on the night, wondering if there was anything more she might have done to keep Soyala alive.

    The path started to curve towards the right as it encircled the town, dipping down into a vast green valley. Soon it had merged with the main road that stretched from east to west, linking the seaside town of Mjönes in the east with the capital city of Nuvolen, a two-day’s ride to the west through the Andara Woods. On all sides, the trees were rife with color, their leaves having turned red, orange, or yellow practically overnight. The main road was wide here, so that two wagons might pass side by side unhindered.

    Naima tucked the sleeping child more firmly into her arms, determined to protect her from the commotion of activity that heralded a new day. Where an hour before there had been utter stillness, now, even here on the outskirts of town, people moved to and fro, calling out to one another as they walked to work, or rumbled past in wagons of their own, their voices slicing through the air with a raucous energy she feared was too much for the newborn’s ears.

    Björn, sitting beside her, remained silent, even as people called out to him as they passed by. His eyes were fixed ahead, and his jaw was clenched. Glancing over at him, she saw the pain of her heart mirrored in his face, and she reached her hand out to clasp his. He looked down at her, and for a moment his eyes welled up with tears, but then he sniffed and blinked them away, turning his attention to the road ahead.

    The further they travelled from town, the fewer people they came across, until they were once again the only ones on the road. They began to veer upward as they neared the edge of the valley. Once they’d mounted the ridge, Naima glanced back, her eyes blinking as they settled on the brilliant orange sun, which was still low on the horizon. The sky was lustrous with light, and the town itself seemed to sparkle as the rays bounced off the red-tiled rooftops, almost blinding her. She quickly turned away, swallowing back a rush of tears. The brightness of the day hurt, and she closed her eyes, focusing instead on the warmth of the baby in her arms.

    The wagon slowed, and she opened her eyes again. They had pulled up in front of a sprawling stone house, the walls of which she’d always thought looked like a patchwork quilt, with colors ranging from creamy white to a deep russet gold. It stood three stories high, with a wide front porch that wrapped around the side. Björn lumbered out of the wagon, and turned to help her down. The ground felt good beneath her feet, and she inhaled deeply, taking strength from the sweet scent of earth. Taking another deep breath, she squared her shoulders and followed as Björn shambled up the wide white steps.

    Björn lifted his hand to knock, but hesitated, his fist trembling in midair. Then, with a slight shake of his head, he gave two sharp raps and stepped back, waiting with his hands clutched behind him. Within a minute the door opened, revealing a thin, blond woman with a delicate heart-shaped face. She carried a baby in her arms, and from behind her they could see a man who had paused in midstride, a book tucked under one arm. He was slim figured and had untidy auburn hair, large ears, and wore circular spectacles.

    Björn cleared his throat, trying to force down the lump that had formed. When he finally managed to speak, his voice was thin and tight, like the frayed string of an old fiddle. “Good morning, Beatrice.”

    “Björn! Naima! Good morning. What a pleasant surprise,” she said. She smiled as she nodded a greeting to Naima, and glanced at the baby in her arms before looking back at Björn.

    “Might we come in?” he asked.

    Beatrice glanced at her husband, who merely shrugged, before opening the door wider and ushering them inside.

    She led them into the sitting room, smiling back at them as she shifted some items off the couch. “We were just on our way to breakfast, but a visit sounds like just the thing to start the day,” she said.

    Björn took a seat at one of the two couches, while Naima hesitated. She walked over to the window and looked out at the drive, and at their empty wagon that waited beneath a wide-armed oak tree. The sun had continued to rise, casting the world in bright hues that stretched out over the rolling hills. She closed her eyes, not wanting to see all that color. Behind her, Beatrice and Giles exchanged glances, but refrained from speaking.

    She looked around the room, taking in the solid furnishings and the obvious care with which the home was tended. The farm, she knew, had been in Giles’ family for several generations, and he, like his father before him, both honored the land and treasured his home. As she held the child in her arms, she felt a small relief, knowing that should they take the child in, she would grow up in a stable and loving household.

    She joined Björn on the couch, attempting to smile as she sat, but really only grimacing. Giles looked from Björn to Naima, his intelligent blue eyes regarding them with interest. Naima adjusted the baby in her lap, looking down at her small face and wondering how to begin. She slept so peacefully, ignorant of the events of the morning, unaware of her mother’s death. All she knew was that she was being held in arms that loved her.

    “Is that a baby I see?” Beatrice asked, interrupting her thoughts.

    Naima cleared her throat and blinked back the tears that threatened to reemerge. “Yes,” she replied. “This little one is actually the reason for our visit.”

    Naima glanced at Björn, but he only looked down into his hands, and so she continued. “Björn found a woman last night on the verge of death. She was from another land. I don’t know who she was or anything about her. She was quite pregnant. So pregnant, in fact, that this sweet child was born just this morning.” Naima paused, her throat choking up with tears.

    Instinctively, Björn reached out to clutch her hand in his. She squeezed it, grateful for the contact. His fingers were rough with calluses, but they felt comforting as they tucked up under her palm. She took a deep, trembling breath, willing herself to continue speaking. “She died this morning, shortly after the child was born.”

    For many seconds nobody spoke. The only sound was that of Naima crying.

    Beatrice exchanged a glance with Giles. Her gaze was imploring, while his was quite somber. He gave a single nod, and she slowly exhaled.

    “We’ll take the child,” she said.

    Björn exhaled heavily, his eyes filling with tears. He nodded his head, his throat too constricted to speak. He gazed down at the infant and hesitantly reached his massive hand out to touch her for the first time. He grazed his fingers along the top of her downy head, looking with wonder at how small and perfect her nose was.

    Naima looked up at his face, but he had eyes only for the baby, and for the first time all night, he was smiling. Relief flooded her chest, as she knew it was flooding his. Slowly, her tears subsided, and she met Beatrice’s calm, loving eyes.

    “Thank you,” she said. “Her name is Fjörna.”

    

  
    Chapter One

     

    
     

    The Wind Calls

     

    It was the middle of the night and all was quiet on Meadow Hill Farm. The moon had just risen and hung, a crescent-shaped sliver, high above the sea to the east. To the west, the forest lay cloaked in darkness, as if guarding some long-hidden treasure amongst its towering trees. All was still, except a slight breeze that stirred, setting the leaves aflutter.

    Fjörna awoke, her senses on high alert. She threw back the covers and sat up, looking around. Her room was dim, the fire in the hearth having gone out hours before. She shifted so that her feet dangled off the side of the bed and leaned forward, closing her eyes. She could have sworn she had heard something, but now, all she could hear was the sigh of the wind as it swished through the branches of the trees outside.

    She opened her eyes, pursing her lips in frustration, and looked out at the sky. The waning moon was just visible through the clear pane of glass, and as her eyes settled on it, she felt something course through her. The almost sound, the thing she couldn’t quite hear, felt closer. She stood, nimbly stepping over her sleeping dog as she crossed to the window. He was a giant malamute, with sable-and-white fur, wedge-shaped ears, and a bushy tail of pure white. He opened his eyes, lifting his head to watch as she looked outside. His pointed ears flitted in the direction of the window, as if he, too, were listening for the indistinct noise.

    A small smile played across her lips as the almost sound grew nearly within reach. She unlatched her window, pushing open the pane and letting the cool autumn air tumble into her room. The breeze tickled her nose and she giggled, sensing that it was welcoming her out into the night. She glanced down at her dog, who had risen to join her by the window. She reached down to scratch him behind his ears, marveling at the brightness of his white face in the moonlight.

    “You want to go look for it?” she whispered.

    He met her gaze, and she took that for a yes. With one last glance outside, she turned and moved back across the room, squatting down in front of the bulky wooden chest at the foot of the bed. She shrugged out of her nightgown and dressed herself in brown woolen pants and a dark tunic. Fastening her cloak around her neck, she gathered her boots from the floor, and slipped out into the hall.

    The corridor was drenched in shadow, and she paused for a moment to let her eyes adjust. As she tiptoed down the hall, her socks made soft padding noises on the wooden floorboards. She was careful to avoid the two that squeaked, holding her breath as she stepped over them. As she passed her brother’s room, she hesitated, wondering if she should include him in the night’s adventure. From within his room she could hear the soft, rhythmic snores that told her he was in a deep sleep. Deciding against it, she continued down the corridor, quickly descending the staircase once she’d reached the end. At the bottom of the stairwell she stopped, her hand resting on the banister as she peered into the darkness for any signs of movement. It was well past midnight, so her father was unlikely to be up reading in the library. Even so, she kept to the shadows as she hurried across the foyer and out into the crisp, cool night.

    The air outside felt refreshing on her cheeks, and she inhaled deeply. For a moment, she stood in complete stillness as she gazed out at the flower garden, basking in the soft glow of moonlight. She turned her head to the left, looking at the silhouette of the ancient oak tree, with its long, thick shadow nearly reaching up the porch steps to touch her feet. The smell of moist dirt and honeysuckle filled her, and she smiled with a deep sense of satisfaction, thankful that the flowers were still blooming so late in the season.

    She closed her eyes, listening for the almost sound, waiting to see if it still beckoned her forth. And there it was, like a whisper just beyond her reach, like a dream that she was on the verge of remembering. She bent down to tug on her boots, biting her lower lip in anticipation. Her dog paced back and forth as he waited for her, lumbering across the wide front porch with his furry white tail curled up and around his backside like a plume. Her laces tied, she stood up, peering out into the darkness.

    “Come on, Taavi,” she whispered.

    She pushed off from the porch, leaping onto the heavily trodden path that led towards the main road. She paused as she passed by the great white oak tree, silently thanking it for watching over her home. She pressed her palm firmly against the deep fissures of its bark, rooting herself into the moment. Then, without a backwards glance, she tramped off into the night, Taavi following at a slow lope just behind her. The further she traveled from the house, the more she felt like she could almost hear what the sound was. It led her in the direction the breeze blew, in the direction of the woods. Behind her, the moon was rising higher in the sky, and she was grateful for the faint glowing light.

    As she approached the woods she stopped and looked back, breathing in the sight of Mjönes, quiet and still under a blanket of stars. She knew in a few hours the town would stir, with spiraling plumes of white smoke spilling out of the many silent chimneys. But for now, she felt like she was the only person in all the world who was awake. She glanced down at her dog, and he looked up at her. His jaw hung open as he panted, his brown eyes soft and kind, and she was sure that he was smiling at her.

    Turning back towards the forest, she gazed up, contemplating the towering trees that loomed in front of her. They appeared black in the night, darker than even the sky. She felt them welcome her into their midst; felt the subtle stirrings of her heart as it opened. Her pupils dilated, and as she inhaled she knew, without really knowing why, where it was she was meant to go. The branches trembled in the wind, but only the branches that pointed in the direction of her path. The leaves made a soft hushing sound that reminded her of the tide as it rolled in from off the sea, lulling her into a sense of peace. She paused, listening, letting the sweet sound of the wind fill her, allowing it to guide her.

    The crack of a branch broke her reverie, the sound ringing sharp and clear in the night. Startled, she stumbled back, tripping over the roots of a tree and slamming into the ground. Her vision blurred, and she shook her head, trying to dislodge the dizziness that had overwhelmed her. She reached out, searching for Taavi, instinctively seeking the comfort of his body. She didn’t even have to call for him, for already he was by her side, his cold nose nuzzling her face.

    “I’m not hurt,” she mumbled.

    She tried to look past him to see what had made the sound. The dizziness dissipated and her vision cleared, but even so, she couldn’t distinguish any shape or movement in the shadows. As far as she could tell, nothing was there. She glanced towards Taavi, pointedly brushing her hand across the thick fur of his back to see if his hackles were raised, but the dark hair felt soft and relaxed under her fingertips.

    Sighing, she pushed herself up onto her elbows, inwardly chiding herself for her clumsiness. Whatever had caused the sound had obviously been harmless. She gingerly stood, pausing midway as another wave of dizziness overtook her. She leaned against the tree whose roots she had tripped over and closed her eyes, hoping the wave would pass through quickly.

    She heard another crack, this one smaller than the one before, and she snapped her head around. She knew that noises were common in the woods, just as the floorboards in her house would sometimes creak for seemingly no reason. However, her nerves were unsettled, and for the first time since she had awoken, she feared the dark. Taavi, who was sitting calmly beside her, didn’t seem the least concerned, but she couldn’t quite shake the feeling that there was another presence nearby. She stilled her breath, attempting to hear what her eyes could not see, but all was silent.

    She glanced nervously around, her hairs on end as she peered into the darkness. “Come on, Taavi,” she whispered. “Let’s go home.”

    Rattled, she forced herself to move much slower than she had when she had first entered the woods, as she didn’t want to risk tripping again. The breeze continued to course through the trees, causing the leaves to flutter frantically. It felt to her as if the wind were calling out to her, urging her not to turn back. She shook her head, anger welling up inside of her as she tried to shut the wind out of her mind. She no longer felt the sense of wonder that she had felt before. Now, all she felt was a knot of fear in her stomach, its dark tendrils unfurling and filling her body.

    As she burst out of the woods, she felt relief flood her heart to be once again under the wide open sky. She looked out towards the sea, taking comfort in the dark, sweeping vista. Never again, she thought, would she venture forth into the woods at night. Never again would she follow the whims of a fantasy.

    When she was well away from the forest, she squatted down in the dirt. Taavi leaned down to nuzzle her hair, sensing that she was upset and yet not understanding why. She sat back on her heels, wrapping her arms around his large body, and buried her face in his thick dark coat. Above them, the moon had continued in its trek across the sky, and was nearly halfway to reaching its apex, but she didn’t notice. All she could feel was relief that they were out of the woods and on their way home.

     

    
     

    “Fjörna, wake up,” Aengus said as he gently shook her shoulder.

    Fjörna blinked her eyes open in confusion, quickly registering that she had fallen asleep at her desk. Gingerly, she sat up, rubbing at the back of her neck as she met her brother’s amused expression. His auburn curls were brushed to a shine, and he was already dressed for breakfast in a charcoal-grey vest and white tunic. She glanced out the window, wondering how late she had slept.

    He picked a leaf out of her hair, holding it up curiously. “What were you doing last night?” he asked.

    She looked down, inwardly groaning with annoyance to find that she was still dressed in the clothes she had worn into the woods. “I couldn’t sleep,” she said. “I went for a walk.”

    He arched an eyebrow as he picked another leaf out of her hair, this one attached to a small twig. “It looks more like you went rolling around in the dirt,” he remarked.

    Fjörna pressed her lips together, meeting his gaze for a brief moment, before turning to look outside. She swallowed down the lump in her throat, wishing she could talk to Aengus about what had happened in the night, and yet knowing he would only laugh.

    “Fjörna, what is it?” he asked.

    She looked back up at him. “It’s nothing,” she said. “I tripped over a branch early on in my walk—I didn’t get very far.”

    His amusement quickly fell away to concern, and he leaned over to inspect her head. “Are you injured?” he asked.

    “No,” she said. “I just fell.”

    He gave a low chuckle and stood up. “Thank goodness. Maybe next time you can’t sleep, stick to the library.”

    She forced a smile. “Good idea,” she said.

    He glanced behind him at her open door. “Father sent me to check on you,” he said. “They’ve been waiting to serve breakfast for ten minutes.”

    She grimaced, and looked down at the palms of her hands, which still showed traces of dirt from when she had fallen.

    He followed her gaze, his eyebrow arching in amusement once more. “I can tell them you’re not feeling well,” he said.

    She rubbed her hands together, and then dropped them into her lap. “No,” she replied. “I mean, yes. But tell them I’ll be along in a few minutes.”

    He nodded, and disappeared out into the hall.

    After he was gone, she glanced around for Taavi, but he was nowhere to be seen. She crossed to her dresser, pouring water from the pitcher into a basin, and then scrubbed at her face and hands. The water felt vitalizing to her skin, and she inhaled deeply, trying to anchor herself into the day. So much had happened, between the wind, the sound in the woods, and then feeling like she couldn’t be honest with her brother. It felt grounding to take a steadying breath, especially before heading upstairs. Turning to the mirror, she made quick work of the tangles in her hair, pulling out the remaining twigs and leaves, and then got dressed in a linen shift and plain woolen dress. She gave the mirror one final glance, her gaze quickly going over her raven-black hair, russet-brown skin, and the soft contours of her body. She looked tired, but at least she didn’t look like she had slept in the barn. Lifting her chin, she stepped out into the hall and made her way up to the third-floor landing.

    Fjörna could hear her parents’ voices drifting out from the room at the end of the corridor. She smoothed the front of her dress as she walked down the passage, trying to think of something to say that would satisfy the questions she was sure were waiting for her. Stepping across the threshold, she squinted at the sheer brightness that accosted her. As usual, the drapes had been drawn, and the full force of the morning sun was streaming into the room, infusing everything it touched with radiance. Her family was already seated at the table, and they all looked up as she arrived. She gave a slight curtsy before joining them, darting a small smile at her brother as she sat down.

    “I’m glad you could join us,” Beatrice remarked. She was eyeing Fjörna with concern, searching her daughter’s face for signs of illness. “Aengus said you weren’t feeling well.”

    “I’m feeling fine,” Fjörna said. “I just didn’t sleep that well.” She looked around for Taavi, even peeking under the table, but he wasn’t there.

    Her father answered the unasked question. “I think that dog of yours was the first sign something was amiss. He came down this morning without you. I made sure he was fed.”

    “Thank you,” she said sheepishly.

    “Oh, it wasn’t a problem,” Giles replied. “He’s out with Björn now, taking in some sunshine with the horses no doubt.” He grinned, pushing his spectacles higher on his nose.

    Fjörna felt her discomfort melt away under the sincere warmth of her father’s gaze. A wave of affection coursed through her as she noticed his tousled auburn hair, forever uncombed.

    “Why do you think you couldn’t sleep?” Beatrice asked. She gave a subtle nod for the servants to begin serving their meal before turning back to her daughter.

    Fjörna avoided her eyes, unable to lie to her face. “I’m not sure,” she said. “I just couldn’t.”

    She hated lying to her mother, and felt her cheeks darken. She stole a look, watching as her mother nodded in understanding, as if she, too, sometimes had a hard time sleeping for no apparent reason. Her heart ached at finding herself so unconditionally trusted, and she had to swallow back the urge to tell the truth about her journey into the woods. Instead, she let the feeling fill her, unbearable as it was, hoping that it would bolster her resolve to never again do anything which she would need to lie about.

    Two servants entered the room, bearing trays of food and steaming mugs of coffee and tea. Fjörna could hear the swish of their long grey skirts as they moved briskly around the table. As soon as her teacup was placed in front of her, she raised it to her lips, pausing to inhale the rich scent of spices before taking a sip. As she set it down, she felt as if someone were watching her, and glanced up, only to find her mother staring at her, her soft brown eyes full of concern.

    “You do look a little pale,” Beatrice said. She reached across the table, pressing the back of her hand against Fjörna’s forehead. “And I think you feel a little hot, too.” She turned towards Giles. “Perhaps we should take her to see Naima.”

    Giles had been chewing on a mouthful of food, and quickly swallowed it down, nodding as he dabbed a napkin against his mouth. “I think that sounds wise. I’ll ask Björn to take her.”

    “Father, you needn’t do that,” Fjörna interjected. “I’m really fine. I just couldn’t sleep.”

    “No, your mother is right,” Giles said. “The last thing we need is for you to catch illness at this time of year. It’s only going to get colder.”

    Beatrice nodded in agreement.

    “What about the festival?” Fjörna asked. “I’m sure Björn has a lot to do in preparation for tomorrow.”

    Beatrice reached out to take her hand. “The festival is nothing compared to you,” she said.

    Fjörna felt her insides squirm with shame. If only she hadn’t listened to the wind, she wouldn’t be in this situation. She glanced across the table, meeting Aengus’ gaze. He shrugged, as if to tell her to just let it go. She sighed, and nodded.

     

    
     

    Fjörna sat on the wide front porch, leaning back against the wall as she waited for Björn to come around with the wagon. The clouds above had faded away, leaving behind a bright blue sky. Across the yard, a pair of crows landed in the oak, quickly disappearing in the sea of rust-colored leaves. She sighed, thinking back on the night and the choice she’d made to come home. She felt so fraught inside, and had ever since that moment when she had turned away from the wind’s beckoning.

    She closed her eyes, waiting for Björn, and wishing she didn’t have to go. If only she had just told her parents why she hadn’t been able to sleep, perhaps they would have allowed her to sink back into the comfort of her bed. But when she thought of telling them about the wind, and how it called to her, she felt her throat clench, leaving her speechless. Never before had she felt unable to share something with them, and this new inhibition felt both foreign and alarming. Fjörna was so focused on her thoughts that she didn’t hear the wagon as it pulled up.

    Björn sat watching her for a moment, his gaze lingering on her face. Fjörna had grown so much just in the last few months—it seemed like every day that passed she looked more like the woman he had found by the docks fourteen years before. The shape of her eyes, the slant of her high cheekbones, even the depth in her gaze, it all reminded him of Soyala. The sun poured down on the porch, illuminating her face and enlivening the rich warmth of her brown skin. He tore his gaze away, lest she should open her eyes and find him staring at her.

    He cleared his throat, attempting to get her attention. When she didn’t move, he felt a smile worm its way up from out of his heart. He cleared his throat again, louder. This time, she heard him. Opening her eyes, she instinctively smiled when she caught sight of Björn sitting at the front of the wagon, a wide grin on his face. He waved, and she waved back. A moment later Taavi appeared from down the path, bounding up the steps to give her a swift lick on the cheek. He burrowed his head into her chest, and she wrapped her arms around his muscled back, taking comfort in the softness of his thick, downy fur.

    “What’s this I hear?” Björn called from the wagon, his deep baritone voice rolling through the air like thunder in a storm. “You’re not feeling well?”

    Fjörna grimaced at the turn of events; she couldn’t very well tell him the truth if she hadn’t told her parents. “Not too well,” she said as she made her way down the stairs. “I couldn’t sleep last night.”

    “Ah, well,” he said, as he ran a hand through his shock of red hair, making it even messier than it had already been. “That happens to the best of us. Come on. Hop in.” He scooted over, making room for her on the bench.

    She pulled herself up into the wagon, and they set off, Taavi loping alongside them. As they passed beneath the oak tree, she looked up, smiling as a reddish-brown leaf began to fall from one of the branches, twisting and turning as it floated towards the earth.

    “The Harvest Festival is tomorrow,” Björn remarked. “Do you think you’ll feel well enough to attend?”

    Since she could remember, Meadow Hill Farm had hosted the Harvest Festival, providing land in a couple of the outlying pastures for the stalls and tents that annually sprung up, covering the large plot of countryside with a profusion of colors as festive and diverse as the wildflowers that dotted the valley in spring. As early as the week before, vendors and performers had begun arriving, some from as far inland as the capital city, to set up their stands and booths, or to erect the stage for the play actors, as they would be performing a piece of myth in the early afternoon of the carnival.

    “I hope so,” Fjörna said.

    Hearing the distress in her voice, he glanced over and smiled. “Don’t fret—I’m sure Naima will fix you up.”

    The wagon bumped along, passing beside an apple orchard. Looking down the aisles of trees, Fjörna recognized some of the farm workers and waved. A few were up in the ladders, picking the apples from the high branches, and collecting them in wooden buckets that they’d tied to their front. A few others were on the ground, holding up long poles with small baskets affixed to the ends, made specifically for plucking apples from the high branches. They must have been at it since the early morning, for the barrels that filled the wagon beds were quite full. She had known them since she was a baby, and seeing her wave, they whisked their hats from off their heads and flapped them in a jovial show of acknowledgement.

    Rounding a bend, they began to descend the ridge that marked the beginning of the valley, and she felt a flicker of excitement as she caught sight of the cobalt-blue bay, sparkling in the morning sun, and the sea stretched out beyond it. From where she sat, the bay looked like a giant horseshoe, lined with gently sloping green hills that jutted out to the north, and Brikhan’s Bluff curving around to the south. The town of Mjönes itself filled the center of the arc, peppered with hundreds of buildings and a maze of cobblestone streets, most lined with an assortment of tall, well-aged trees. The town was awash with color, as the autumn leaves had yet to fall, and she smiled at the sight.

    Björn glanced down at Fjörna, his broad face thoughtful. “When was the last time you saw Naima?” he asked.

    She shrugged. “I don’t remember. Maybe last winter? I think it was when Aengus caught fever, just after the first snowfall last year.”

    “It’s been quite some time then,” he remarked.

    “How long has she been the town healer?” Fjörna asked.

    “Oh, a long time,” he said. He knit his bushy eyebrows together as he thought back, making an unbroken fiery line. “I think she took the post when I was a small boy, maybe five or six years old. But then again, that might just be the first time I can remember her.”

    “Is she from here?” Fjörna asked.

    “Oh, no,” Björn replied. He frowned as a shadow crossed over his face. “She came from a long ways off.”

    “From where?”

    Björn glanced down at her before answering. “Well, now. That’s a question for Naima.”

    Sensing that he didn’t want to answer, she didn’t press him any further. Instead, she sat quietly, watching the landscape change as they continued towards the bluff. They passed a field on the right just as a small stone house came into view. In it, two horses were grazing. The grey one lifted its head and watched them as they rolled by, but soon returned to the grass.

    A short, dry-stone wall loosely encircled the house, opening onto the road they traveled upon. A shudder coursed through her as they passed through the opening, and she had the distinct impression that the wall was more than mere decoration, however short it may be. She glanced at Björn to see if he’d noticed anything odd, but he seemed as placid as ever, his broad, rough face smiling easily as he looked out to sea. The wagon rumbled to a stop and Fjörna hopped down. She followed Björn along the path that led up to the front door, but before he even had a chance to knock, the door opened.

    Naima stood in the entryway, her waves of long, black hair falling halfway down her back; it had collected a number of silver strands over the years. On her shoulder was crouched a tawny-colored cat with bright green eyes that stared at Fjörna. She felt, inexplicably, as if he could see her on the inside, and she shivered under his gaze.

    “What’s this?” Naima asked. She opened the door wider, ushering them inside.

    “The young’un isn’t feeling that well,” Björn replied. “Her folks asked me to bring her by for you to take a look at.”

    “I see,” Naima said. She glanced towards Fjörna, noticing the way the girl hunched forward, as if embarrassed. “Well, come in. Have a seat.” She indicated one of the dining room chairs.

    Fjörna had never visited Naima in her home before. In the past, the healer had always come up to the farm when either she or Aengus had been in need of care. Now, as she sat and stared out the window, she was amazed to discover how close to the edge of the bluff the house was situated. She had a clear, unobstructed view of the sea. She pressed as close to the window as she could without blotting it with her nose, her eyes widening as they took in the vast expanse of water. To her left, she could see a handful of seagulls swooping low over the bay, or hovering high on the wind.

    Glancing behind her, she found the cat staring at her with a fixed attention that felt unnerving. Disarmed, she looked away, but within a few seconds felt her eyes drawn once more to the uncanny creature, who was still positioned with regal elegance atop Naima’s shoulder. On first inspection, he appeared to her like any other cat. But the longer she held his gaze, the more bewitched she felt, until everything else in the room faded away. Then, without any warning, the cat leapt down onto the rug. With another leap, he was in front of Fjörna, settling down atop the table. She reached out to pet his soft, silky fur, her expression softening.

    Naima sat down in a chair across from her and folded her hands so that one rested on top of the other. “Now then, please tell me what seems to be the trouble.”

    Fjörna glanced at Björn before turning back to answer Naima’s question. “I had a difficult night’s sleep. That’s all. My mother was just overly concerned. I don’t think I’m ill, or anything like that.”

    “I see,” Naima said. She stared at Fjörna with an intensity that rivaled the cat.

    Fjörna swallowed and looked away, shifting uncomfortably in her chair.

    “Come,” Naima said. She stood and walked towards the center of the room. A pallet bed separated the dining area from the dark green armchairs in front of the hearth, and she stopped when she had reached it. “I’d like for you to lie down here.”

    Fjörna stood up, glancing uneasily at Taavi, who seemed perfectly at peace curled up on the rug in front of the empty hearth. Wishing she felt as calm as he did, she lay down on the pallet, letting her body stretch out the length of it.

    Naima pulled a chair over so that she could sit at the head of the bed. “Close your eyes,” she said.

    Her voice was soothing, and Fjörna found herself responding to it before she’d even had a chance to consider. She closed her eyes, doing her best to relax though she knew she was being watched. Naima leaned forward and gathered Fjörna’s head between her hands, her long, graceful fingers wrapping around the girl’s skull in a grip that was firm yet receptive. Naima’s hands were warm and strong, and Fjörna trusted her touch immediately. Naima closed her eyes and stilled her breath, as if she were listening for something. After a few minutes she opened them again, and smiled down at Fjörna.

    “It’s not bad, just as you said,” she began. “Your nerves are just a bit frayed. I’ll make you a medicinal tea, and by morning you should feel back to normal.”

    “Will I be able to attend the Harvest Festival?” Fjörna asked.

    Naima smiled, endeared by the question. “Certainly. But first, rest here. I’ll go and make that tea.”

    She glanced at Björn and gave a small, almost imperceptible, jerk of the head, indicating that he should follow her. He looked over at Fjörna, before following Naima into the kitchen.

    Bundles of drying herbs hung from the ceiling, and on the stovetop a soup was simmering. Shelves lined the walls, filled with bottles and jars of dried herbs and tinctures. As usual, the counters were clean and uncluttered, ready for all manner of work. He watched as she closed the door behind her, and reached for a jar on one of the shelves. She poured a small handful of brown twigs into a bowl, followed by a few pieces of bark from another jar. He lost track of all the things she added, instead focusing on the movement of her hands, and the easy grace of her fingers.

    “So how are things with Fjörna?” she asked without turning to him. “How are you?”

    He leaned against the counter, crossing his arms in front of his chest. “Oh, well enough I suppose. Sometimes it seems to me that she’s just a normal girl, like any other. But then sometimes, I look at her, and I feel like I’m looking at her mother. It brings up all sorts of feelings.”

    “What kind of feelings?” She reached towards the topmost shelf, gathering a jar filled with dried green leaves into her hand.

    “Regret, I suppose. Regret that I wasn’t able to do more. And sadness. Sadness that I didn’t—” He stopped, his words choking in his throat.

    “That you didn’t what?”

    “That I didn’t get the chance to know her,” he said.

    “But you did,” she replied. She turned, piercing him with her blue stare.

    “Barely.”

    “Sometimes, we can see someone in all their beauty, in all their truth, in a single moment, if our view is clear enough and our heart is open enough.”

    “I just wish I’d had more,” he said, his voice breaking.

    “I understand,” she replied. She turned back to the bowl of herbs, adding a dash of blue powder to the mixture.

    She lit a fire on the stove and placed a pot of water on top of it. Once the water was simmering, she added the herbs, watching as they bobbed around in the bubbling water. Silence filled the room, broken only by the sound of the brewing herbs. Hearing a deep sigh, Naima glanced towards Björn, who was looking out the window towards the sea, his eyes heavy with memory.

    “Do you know what she was up to last night?” she asked, breaking the silence.

    Björn shrugged, turning away from the window. “I know it was more than what she says.”

    “She’s not normal, Björn. The sooner you can see her for who she is, the sooner she’ll feel the freedom to become it. It’s no mistake, you being in her life.”

    He nodded. “Aye, I know.”

    “Cindri tells me that things are changing inside of her, and it’s good for her to have people in her life whom she trusts, and who care for her.”

    “What about her family?” Björn asked.

    “Family is different,” Naima replied. “Sometimes, those we call family have a hard time letting us change. It’s good for her to have others.”

    “I understand,” Björn said.

    “Good,” Naima replied. She nodded in approval.

    Reaching for a strainer, she separated the cooked herbs from the remaining liquid. Once done, she poured half the steaming liquid into a small, earthen mug, and the other half into a jar. Tapping the lid of the jar closed, she wrapped it in a thick shawl.

    “Let’s return to her,” she said. She tucked the jar under one arm and carried the steaming cup of tea in the other.

    The girl was still resting on the pallet bed, gently stroking the cat along the length of his back. He was curled up on Fjörna’s belly, his head resting on her chest, while his eyelids drooped closed. Naima stopped up short and stared. Cindri had never fallen asleep on anyone else before. Recovering herself, she strode across the room and settled into the chair beside the bed.

    “Here is the tea,” she said. “I want you to drink this now, and have another cup tonight. All you’ll need to do is warm it on the stove.”

    Fjörna lifted the teacup so that she held it just beneath her nose. Inhaling the steam, she smiled. The tea smelled to her like the deep forest, like the secret places that she enjoyed exploring. Closing her eyes, she took a sip, relishing the taste of the tea as it rolled around her tongue before swallowing it. Almost immediately, she felt tingles of energy reverberate up her spine, casting a warm glow over her entire body. Her jaw, which she hadn’t even known she had been clenching, relaxed, as did her forehead. In her stomach, the knot of fear that had developed in the night began to disappear. She felt a sense of peace pervade her body, an inner equilibrium that had been missing since she had heard the branch crack in the woods. Amazed, she opened her eyes.

    “What’s in it?” she asked.

    Naima smiled, pleased that she was curious. “Oh, a little of this, a little of that.”

    Fjörna took another sip, closing her eyes, noticing the subtle changes it invoked in her body. Opening her eyes, she sought out Naima’s face, forgetting her shyness of before. “Can I learn?” she asked.

    “Perhaps,” Naima replied. “How old are you, little one?”

    “I just turned fourteen last month.”

    Naima cocked her head to one side, considering. “If you’re really interested in learning, I’ll speak with your parents.”

    Fjörna nodded fervently. “Please,” she said.

    Naima’s eyes twinkled. “I’ll speak with them this week. In the meantime, drink up.”

    As she sipped her tea, Taavi rose from the floor, ambling over to the bed. He sat down alongside the pallet, resting his massive head on top of Fjörna’s lap, and eyeing the cat speculatively. Cindri, who had settled himself at the foot of the bed, gazed back at the dog, his eyes calm and unblinking.

    Once Fjörna had finished the tea, she handed the empty teacup to Naima before scrambling to her feet. “Thank you,” she said. “I don’t really understand what happened, but I feel like myself again.”

    “I’m glad to hear it,” Naima replied.

    “Will you be going to the festival tomorrow?” Fjörna asked.

    “No, but I’ll see you soon.”

    Fjörna grinned, already imagining the things she would learn.

    Naima smiled at the look on her face. She rested a hand briefly on the girl’s shoulder before nodding towards the door.

    Björn gathered their cloaks from the pegs, handing the smaller of the two to Fjörna when she joined him. As he was about to step outside, he looked down at the girl, his face tightening as if in pain, but she was glancing back at Cindri and didn’t notice.

    Observing them in the entryway, standing there side by side, Naima was reminded for a brief moment of that time when he had stood in her doorway with Soyala in his arms. As Björn had said, the girl bore a striking resemblance to her mother, with her dark, mesmerizing eyes and warm, brown skin. And then they were gone, having stepped across the threshold.

    She looked down at the cat, who was crouching on the rug beside her feet. “What do you think, my dear friend?” she asked.

    He gazed up at her, his pupils dilating. She waited, listening, and then sighed.

    “I agree,” she replied. “Things are about to get very interesting.”

    

  
    Chapter Two

     

    
     

    The Harvest Festival

     

    The house was teeming with activity when Fjörna woke the next morning. A flutter of anticipation drifted up the stairwell, enlivening every corner of the house. Glancing out her window, she saw a handful of the farm workers moving to and fro, filling carts and wagons with armloads of winter squash, barrels of apples, and baskets of figs and pears, all to be taken out to the farm’s own stall. She noticed Lila, the new head cook, bustle out with a freshly baked pie in hand, the first of many. Her mouth watered as she watched the towering dark-haired woman spryly dance around one wagon and another, before arriving at the pastry cart and placing the covered pie in a shallow wooden crate.

    The night before, Fjörna had set aside the outfit she would wear to the festival: a purple dress with flared sleeves that her parents had given her for her birthday. Around the collar and cuffs it was embroidered with snowdrops, the small, white flowers that heralded the end of winter. Her favorite part was that it had deep pockets sewn in at the waist, perfect for storing small, unexpected treasures. Today would be her first time wearing it, and she grinned with delight as she picked it up with a flourish, dancing around the room as she held it in front of her. From the doorway she heard a chuckle, and froze mid-twirl to look over. Aengus was peeking in, his auburn curls as untidy as their father’s. He was already dressed for the carnival, and wore a dark red tunic and grey vest.

    “You look silly!” he said with a laugh.

    She gave a shy smile, and draped the dress over the back of a chair. “Well, aren’t you excited about today?”

    “Definitely,” he said, as he plopped down onto her bed.

    She bent over in front of the large trunk, rifling through its contents until she found a small, ornately decorated box. He watched as she opened the box and retrieved an indigo-colored ribbon. She glanced up, wordlessly asking his opinion as she held it next to her silky hair. He smiled, nodding to show his approval.

    She began to braid the ribbon through her hair. “What are you most excited about?” she asked.

    “The music,” he replied. “Owen says he knows some of the musicians who will be playing today.”

    “Really?” she said.

    Owen was the son of the governor, and though she didn’t know him well, she was beginning to feel as if she did from the tidbits Aengus told her about him. The boys had struck up a friendship over the summer, and since then Aengus had been a frequent visitor at the governor’s manor, sometimes even staying the night.

    “Aye,” Aengus replied. “I think his music teacher is one of them.”

    “I didn’t know Owen could play music,” Fjörna said.

    Aengus shrugged, grinning. “I wouldn’t call it music quite yet, but he is trying his hand at it. The fiddle.”

    “Aengus!” she cried as she threw a pillow at him. “Don’t let him hear you say that!”

    He laughed, his eyes dancing as he picked up the pillow and cradled it in his arms. “I have told him. But don’t get all huffy, because he agrees with me!”

    She rolled her eyes in exasperation, but still smiled. Holding the dress up in front of the mirror, she glanced at him in the reflection. “You’ll be meeting up with him at the festival, I suppose?”

    “Aye. You’re welcome to join us,” he replied.

    Unnerved by the invitation, she broke eye contact, instead looking at her own reflection in the mirror. “Maybe. You know how nervous I get in the company of strangers.”

    “He’s hardly a stranger,” he argued.

    She frowned and looked down at her feet. “I know, but he’s still unfamiliar to me. Or I am to him. In any case, he’s not you.”

    “Fjörna!” he chided. “You’ll have to make friends someday, and why not with Owen? He’s very nice.”

    “We’ll see,” she mumbled.

    “Suit yourself.” He hopped down from the bed, knowing it was useless to badger her. Stuffing his hands in his pockets, he gave a single backwards glance before disappearing down the hall.

    In the mirror, she could see Taavi curled up on his bed cushion. Sensing her gaze, he lifted his head and looked at her, his brown eyes kind and mildly interested. She smiled, realizing that she had at least one friend, even if he wasn’t a person.

     

    
     

    Aengus was barely six months older than Fjörna, and yet he was a full head taller and his strides were twice as long. Thankfully, he kept his pace to a leisurely amble as they made their way down the wide dirt road that led to the outlying fields. The road cut through the center of the farm, winding through the apple orchards in the direction of the Andara Woods. Taavi walked beside them, his pointed, wide-set ears flitting this way and that as he observed all the townspeople who were likewise making their way to the festival. Like them, many were on foot, while others rode in wagons. A haze of dust lingered over the road, stirred up as wagons and feet trampled along it. People were either dressed in their holiday finery, or had adorned themselves in outlandish and festive outfits in honor of the celebration.

    Fjörna recognized Alayne, the town baker, with her mound of blond curls bound under a blue satin head wrap. Walking alongside her was her son, Gosta, who was a couple years older than she and Aengus. Like his mother, he had blond hair and blue eyes. A scruff of hair grew on his chin, making him look even older than his sixteen years of age. Fjörna thought he might have been handsome, except there was something harsh in his stance that put her on edge. Beside her, Aengus tensed when he caught sight of the older boy, his eyes narrowing.

    Puzzled, Fjörna looked back and forth from Aengus to Gosta, trying to determine what had upset her brother. “What is it?” she asked.

    Pursing his lips, Aengus glanced over at her as he considered what to say.

    “You can tell me,” she insisted.

    “I haven’t seen anything myself, but I’ve been hearing things,” he replied.

    “What things?”

    He sighed, glancing back at Gosta. “I don’t know. Just that he’s been bothering kids.”

    Her eyes widened and she followed his gaze, looking first at Gosta and then his mother. She hadn’t ever spoken to Gosta, but had often visited the bakery with her mother, and had found Alayne to be a very sweet person.

    “Who has he been bothering?” she asked.

    “I don’t know. I guess it’s just rumors.”

    She tilted her head to one side, scrutinizing Gosta’s profile.

    Aengus gave her a nervous glance. “Maybe just steer clear of him, won’t you?”

    She nodded, smiling up at him.

    Relieved, he looked away, his attention caught by a wagon rolling past filled with a group of giggling girls.

    A few minutes later, and they had reached the festival grounds. Fjörna looked around hungrily, taking in all the colors and activities. Booths were scattered around the field, some with food or wares for sale, while others hosted fun and playful pursuits. Tucked under the canopy of a wide-armed oak she saw a group of musicians unpacking their instruments, readying themselves to play. A flash of movement caught her eye, and her face lit up at the sight of a man on stilts weaving through the crowd, tilting this way and that as he mingled with the throngs of people below. He wore a jester’s hat, and a long shimmering cape of red and gold. She grinned when she saw him pull out multicolored balls for juggling, and he gave her a wink before commencing. She watched as he tottered away, before following after Aengus.

    As they neared their parents’ stall, Aengus slowed his footsteps.

    “What is it?” Fjörna asked.

    “I think I’m going to try and find Owen.”

    She nodded, her chest tightening as he walked away. The festival, which minutes before had seemed colorful and exciting, now made her feel slightly anxious. A group of girls skipped past, and she watched after them, jealous of their joyful ease.

    She walked past a booth selling beautifully embroidered shawls, and another with a display of delicately carved jewelry made from bone. Just past it, she noticed a small wooden placard advertising a fortune teller, and hesitated. She knew Aengus would say it was a load of rubbish, but she couldn’t help but wonder. Peeking past the tent flap, she saw an older woman with grey hair sitting alone at a table. There was a crystal ball in front of her, just like in the stories. Fjörna was about to inch inside, when she was startled by a loud laugh, and quickly withdrew. She glanced behind her, but it was just that same group of girls she had seen earlier, fooling around in a stall across the way, trying on masquerade masks and giggling. One of the girls chanced to look up just then and locked eyes with her. Fjörna blushed, and turned away, hastening down the path to escape further notice.

    She made her way through the rows of tents, until she found a cart selling hot apple cider. Cupping the steaming cider in her hands, she took a seat at a nearby hay bale, half watching as an old man and a young boy played a game of chess. She sipped at the cider, soothed by the sweet warmth that coursed through her. Taavi sat beside her, softly panting as he watched the festivalgoers amble past.

    She could just make out the musicians in the distance, standing in a half circle beneath the oak tree. In the next moment, they began to play, and over the roar of voices she heard the sound of a fiddle, singing out clearly in the afternoon sunlight. She closed her eyes, focusing her attention on the music of the fiddle, and the supple warmth of its song. Her heart continued to pound, but where before it had been full of anxiety, now it was filling with jubilation, and when she opened her eyes, she was surprised to find that her foot was tapping in time with the tune. She glanced towards the oak tree once more, but a number of people had begun dancing, blocking the musicians from sight. For a moment, she considered joining them, but held back. A seed of loneliness sprouted up in her chest, and she looked away. Swallowing down the lump in her throat, she set her empty cup down in a wooden crate and continued on, making a slow circuit of the festival.

    As the shadows began to lengthen, she found herself on the outskirts of the booths. The sun was sinking further into the west, reaching down towards the Andara Woods, just visible in the distance. To her left stretched a labyrinth of hay bales. She was debating whether or not she was brave enough, with night soon approaching, to enter the labyrinth alone, when she heard a girl’s voice, screaming, on the other side of the maze. Glancing around to see if anyone else had heard the voice, she realized that there was no one else nearby. Hearing the shout again, she turned towards its source and set her jaw in determination.

    Racing around the perimeter of the labyrinth, she was soon lost to the sights and sounds of the festival. She could still vaguely hear the voices of the crowds, but the bales of hay muffled most of the sound. When she reached the other side of the maze, she stopped, taking in the sight before her.

    A lone girl was standing in the center of a circle of boys. She was tall and slender, with pale skin that stood out in stark contrast to her dark, curly hair. Beneath her olive-green cloak, she wore a cream-colored dress that just grazed the tops of her boots. The boys were laughing and jeering at her, tossing what appeared to be a doll back and forth to one another, over the top of her head. She shouted at them to stop, and give it back, but they wouldn’t. One boy in particular seemed to be the leader of the group, and in the half-light of dusk, Fjörna recognized Gosta.

    His face was bright with mirth, his fair cheeks rosy with exertion. He laughed as he caught the doll, holding it out to her and then pulling it away. Fjörna could see that the girl was crying. Gosta threw the doll towards another boy, but it slipped between his hands and fell into the mud. Picking it up, the boy stared at it, his smile wavering as he looked back and forth from the doll to the girl. But then he heard Gosta call his name in encouragement, and he threw the doll to him.

    Fjörna ran forward, her eyes ablaze with anger, her hands balled into tight fists at her sides. “Stop it!” she yelled.

    Surprised, Gosta turned to face her, his smile broadening. He dangled the mud-covered doll up in front of his face. “How are you going to make me?” he jeered.

    From behind her, Taavi edged forward, his hackles raised and his eyes intent on Gosta. He gave a low, menacing growl, and Gosta’s throat went dry. He tried to smirk, but it didn’t reach his eyes. Even in the fading light, Fjörna could tell he was afraid, and she stood taller, her chin jutting out as she fiercely held his gaze.

    He glared at Fjörna, his eyes seething with suppressed rage. All around them, the boys shifted uneasily, watching the exchange. Suddenly, he broke eye contact, a smug grin on his face as he glanced around the circle. “Come on. We’ve had our fun. This isn’t worth our time.” Turning, he threw the doll at the girl’s chest, splattering her dress with mud.

    The girl took a half step back, as if she’d been punched in the stomach, but she glowered at him as he walked past. He paused, and even in the dusk, Fjörna could see that there was something between Gosta and the girl, like a cord of energy that fixed their gaze one to the other. His sneer faltered as some other emotion tugged at him, but he forced it down.

    “See you in school,” he hissed.

    He narrowed his eyes so that they bore into the girl, but even so, she didn’t flinch. He scowled and tore his gaze away, shoving his hands in his pockets as he strode out of sight without a backwards glance. The other boys followed in his wake, a couple making small jeers at the girl as they passed, while the others noticeably avoided looking at her.

    The moment they were gone, the girl’s shoulders sagged, and she broke into great, heaving sobs, her body shaking uncontrollably. Fjörna realized that she had only stood facing Gosta through sheer force of willpower, and now that he was gone, her fortitude had slipped away like water through a cracked cup, leaving her broken and empty. Fjörna approached her, placing a hand gently on her shoulder. The girl wrapped her arms around herself, hugging the doll to her chest even though she was muddying her dress further. Eventually her tears subsided into sniffs.

    “Thank you,” the girl murmured. “Thank you for helping me.”

    She looked up at Fjörna, meeting her gaze straight on, and Fjörna felt her breath catch in her chest. The girl had eyes the color of green emeralds, and as she looked at her, Fjörna dropped her own eyes, feeling shy under their gaze.

    “It was no trouble,” Fjörna mumbled as she scuffed her boot in the dirt. She couldn’t believe how nervous she felt. “Are you new to town? I haven’t seen you before.”

    “I’ve seen you,” the girl said. She paused to wipe her nose with the back of her hand. “I’ve seen you up on the farm.”

    Bewildered, Fjörna looked up. “What do you mean?” she asked.

    “My mother and I just moved here last month. My mother is Lila, your new cook.”

    “Wh—what?” Fjörna stammered.

    “My name is Streya,” the girl said.

    Fjörna gaped at her as she tried to grasp what she was saying. When the girl merely stared back, she forced herself to speak. “I don’t understand. I didn’t think Lila had any family.”

    Streya shrugged her shoulders. “I didn’t know if we’d actually be staying, and so kept to myself. I thought that if we left, it would be easier that way. You know, easier to forget.”

    “Oh,” Fjörna replied. Not knowing what else to say, she said the only thing she could think of. “I’m Fjörna. And this is Taavi.” She reached down, lightly grazing his back with her hand.

    Streya smiled, and Fjörna thought it looked both queer and beautiful on her tear-streaked face.

    “I’m so sorry those boys were hassling you,” Fjörna continued. She glanced over her shoulder to make sure they were really gone.

    “Do you know him? Gosta, I mean,” Streya asked.

    “No, not really,” Fjörna replied.

    Streya looked down at the ground, her throat constricting at the memory of the boys tormenting her. Fjörna watched her, wishing she could say something, wishing she could offer some kind of comfort. But no matter the circumstances that had brought them together, Streya was still a stranger to her, and she didn’t know what to say, or how to act. Streya continued to clutch the doll close to her chest, as if it were a dear friend she was unwilling to let go of.

    Finally, Fjörna’s curiosity won out over her tact. “Why is the doll so special to you?” she asked.

    Streya loosened her grip on the doll and peeked down at it, her thumb tracing the stitching on its muddied face. She nodded to herself, having come to some sort of conclusion, and looked up to meet Fjörna’s gaze. “We just moved here from the capital. That’s where I was born. But my mother is from the kingdom of Galayonia. She tries to hide it from me, but sometimes she gets sad, remembering where she’s from and all that she left behind.”

    Streya paused, smiling faintly as she indicated the doll. “This doll reminded me of a story she told me once, of a star princess who descended from the sky in search of love. It was a story my grandmother used to tell my mother when she was a girl, and when I saw the doll, I thought I would get it for her.”

    Her eyes hardened, and Fjörna knew she was thinking about the boys. “They saw me carrying it, and began calling me names, pushing me around. I ran away, but they chased me here. I don’t know why they like to pick on me. Especially Gosta. It seems like every time he sees me, he wants to hurt me in some way. We go to school together, so normally he can only taunt me in small ways, because the teacher is there. But today, with all the crowds, there was no one to stop him.”

    She paused and looked at Fjörna, her eyebrows knitting together in confusion. “Except you stopped him. Why did you help me?”

    “What do you mean, why did I help you?” Fjörna replied, embarrassed by the question. “Of course I helped you. I couldn’t let them treat you like that.”

    “Well, thank you again,” Streya said. She sighed, gazing down at the doll. “I just wish I could have given this to my mother. I used up all my money, and now it’s ruined.”

    “Did they have any others?” Fjörna asked. She dipped her hand in her pocket, fingering the small silver coins her father had given her that morning.

    Streya shook her head. “It was the only one like it.”

    “Maybe the stains will come out if we wash it right away,” Fjörna said.

    Streya eyed the doll doubtfully. “They might,” she replied.

    “Well, come on then!”

    Streya looked up at her, a small smile alighting on her lips.

    Fjörna blushed scarlet. She couldn’t help but think how beautiful Streya looked when she smiled. She swallowed down the lump in her throat, very consciously not looking at Streya as they began to walk back towards the house. Energy coursed through her body, thrumming up and down her arms and making it hard to just let them dangle at her sides. She picked up a branch from the ground, just to have something to hold.

    The sun was about to dip behind the distant woods, making long shadows of the trees in the apple orchard. Fjörna occasionally peeked over at Streya, wanting to strike up a conversation but not sure what to say. Streya kept her eyes on the path, and the doll pressed against her chest, too caught up in her own thoughts to be nervous. They rounded a corner, and the house came into view. Not a wisp of smoke could be seen coming out of the many chimneys, as everyone was still at the festival. All was silent, save the crunching of dirt beneath their boots. Even the barn and stable looked forlorn in the dimming light, and Fjörna realized that she had never seen the house this empty before.

    “This way,” Streya said. She nodded towards the rear of the house and the servants’ entrance.

    Fjörna had never entered the house through anything save the front door, and it was slightly disorienting to arrive through a different entry. In fact, she realized, she had never been inside the servants’ quarters before either. They stepped into a dim hallway. Without a word, Streya led Fjörna down a series of corridors, until they arrived at her room.

    Streya crossed over to the bedside to light a lamp. She glanced back at Fjörna, smiling shyly, and tucked a dark strand of curly hair behind her ear. “It’s small. But it’s all mine. I’ve never had my own room before. Normally, Mother and I share.”

    “What about your father?” Fjörna asked.

    Streya hesitated, looking away. “I don’t have one,” she replied.

    “Oh,” Fjörna mumbled. “I’m sorry.”

    Streya shook her head. “He didn’t die,” she clarified. “He just…left. When I was four.”

    “I’m sorry.”

    “It’s all right. How can I be sad over something that I can barely remember?”

    “You can,” Fjörna asserted. She felt her insides squirm, marveling at this strange nerve that kept rearing its head—in no one else’s company was she so forward.

    Streya looked at her. “I wasn’t really asking. What do you mean, you can?”

    Fjörna felt her self-consciousness mount higher. She reached down to scratch Taavi behind the ears, taking a moment to center her thoughts. “I think you can be sad over something that you can’t remember at all, let alone something you can only remember a little.”

    “How do you know?” Streya asked.

    Fjörna swallowed hard. She’d never spoken about this with anyone before, and yet here it was tumbling out of her. “You must know I’m adopted,” she said. “I look nothing like my parents.”

    Streya nodded, waiting for Fjörna to continue.

    When Fjörna spoke again, it was with the weight of a shameful secret, and Streya had to lean forward to hear her lowered voice. “I love my parents, but sometimes I get this feeling in my blood, like there’s something missing. It feels like an ache, deep in my chest. I don’t even know my birth parents’ names, let alone where they came from. Where…I come from.”

    Streya watched her for a moment, noting the tense line of Fjörna’s shoulders, and the way Fjörna kept her face averted. Streya felt the impulse to reach out and touch her, but held back, having rightly sensed that Fjörna felt too vulnerable to receive such an intimate gesture from a near stranger. Instead she nodded and turned away, reaching for a basin. “I’ll be back,” she said. “I’m just going to go and fill this with water.”

    Fjörna sat down on the narrow bed. For a moment, she just sat there, allowing the echoes of their recent conversation to fade away. Her hands were slightly trembling, and she held them together in her lap, trying to calm her heart as she slowly looked around. There was a small fireplace along one wall, and on the mantle above it lay a few trinkets. A rug covered the floor, and at the foot of the bed sat an old, worn trunk. Aside from that, the room was practically bare, and seemed even more so due to the fact that the window faced a hedge outside, and so was blocked from any sunlight. The only light came from the small lamp beside the bed. In its soft glow she waited, wondering how it was that she could feel so close to someone she’d barely met.

    Just then, Streya stepped back into the room. Fjörna felt her breath hitch in her chest, just as it had before, in the half-light of dusk when they had stood by the hay bales. The sight of Streya framed in the doorway, with her dark curls and her vivid green eyes, seemed to her a light all its own, far outshining the light from the lamp.

    “It’s soaking,” Streya said. “I rubbed the mud out as best I could. Hopefully, it’ll work.” She sat down on the bed, her hands fidgeting in her lap. She peeked over at Fjörna, nervous for the first time since meeting her. Now that the doll was tended to, her attention could extend to her company. She grasped at the edge of her cloak, tugging at the fabric as she searched for something to say.

    Fjörna stood up and walked over to the mantle, pretending to inspect the objects that decorated its surface. Turning around, she clasped her hands behind her. “Tell me about your mother,” she said, breaking the silence. “How did you two end up here?”

    Streya smiled, thankful to have something to talk about. “Well, the lady that my mother used to work for grew too old to live alone, or so her children thought. They asked her to come and live with them, but they already had a cook. So, we needed to find a new situation. We were going to try and stay in Nuvolen, but Mother couldn’t find any work. But then she heard about the opening here on the farm.”

    “How?” Fjörna asked.

    “Her cousin’s husband is Sanne’s grandson.”

    “Sanne who used to be the head cook here?” Fjörna said.

    “The very same. So, we packed our bags, and here we are!”

    “Does that make Sanne family?”

    Streya shook her head. “Not by blood, but she certainly has done her best to make us feel at home. It was very kind of your father to let her stay on living here, even though she can’t work anymore.”

    Fjörna smiled. “She’s been living here since before I was born. He said it didn’t seem right to ask her to leave what had become her home.”

    “Aye, well, she tells the best stories!” Streya exclaimed.

    Her eyes sparkled, and Fjörna unclasped her hands, her uneasiness of a moment before all but forgotten.

    “Sometimes when I can’t sleep,” Streya continued, “I go visit her in her room, and she’ll tell me the most marvelous tales.”

    Fjörna grinned. “Isn’t she sleeping?” she asked.

    “She says she has a hard time sleeping. If she’s sleeping, I just tiptoe away without waking her. But most times, she’s up.”

    “Do you always have a hard time sleeping?”

    “Not usually. It’s because it’s new. I’ve never slept on my own before. Usually, Mother and I have shared a bed. It’s really different, sleeping on my own.”

    Fjörna looked down, ashamed for the first time of her elevated station. “I’ve never shared a bed with anyone before,” she admitted.

    “Never! Well, someday maybe I’ll sneak up to your room. My bed’s too small for the two of us.”

    Fjörna looked up, her eyes lighting up at the prospect. “I’d like that,” she said.

    “Do you want to go back to the festival?” Streya asked.

    “Yes, and no. I like being here,” Fjörna replied. She blushed, wondering if she had just shared too much.

    “I like you being here too. But you can come back another time,” Streya said. “Besides, I heard there may be a troupe of fire dancers tonight.”

    “Really?” Fjörna exclaimed. “Then yes!”

    “Let me just change my dress,” Streya said. “I should probably soak it too, otherwise Mother will be upset when she sees the mud stain.”

    She stood up, pulling the dress off from over her head. Beneath it, she was wearing a corset that tied in the front, her small breasts pressing up against the fabric. Fjörna looked away, suddenly embarrassed. Streya reached into her wooden chest and pulled out another dress, this one russet brown, and obviously unintended for formal wear.

    “I’ll be right back,” she said. “I’m just going to go and scrub this.”

    She disappeared out into the corridor, and Fjörna sat down on the bed to wait, tracing her fingers along the blanket’s design. Smiling, she realized that she didn’t feel out of place anymore. She heard footsteps coming down the hall and, looking up, saw Streya again in the doorway.

    “Ready?” Streya asked.

    Fjörna nodded and stood, following her into the hall. They were soon outside again. Night had descended, and as Fjörna stopped to peer up at the sky she saw the first star of the evening, shining brightly to the east. It was quiet, so quiet compared to the commotion of the festival. She could hear crickets, and the croak of frogs. As she stood listening, a soft breeze stirred, caressing the side of her face, almost like a hand inviting her to follow.

    “Did you feel that?” she asked.

    Intrigued by her tone of voice, Streya glanced over. “Feel what?”

    “The wind, it felt like it was asking me to follow it.”

    Streya shook her head. “No, I didn’t feel that. But it sounds wonderful.”

    They began walking, their boots making small crunching noises in the dirt. More stars began to pop out in the sky, and as their eyes adjusted to the darkness, they found they could see their way quite easily. They walked in quiet, and Fjörna felt thankful, for she had never before felt the wind whilst in someone else’s company. Somehow, the fact that she could, made it seem more real, as if it weren’t just a fantasy she experienced on her own. She took a deep breath, soaking up the sensations of the night, allowing the wisdom of the wind to fill her. Her body felt different, as if her skin had come alive in the starlight; as if she could sense the actual heartbeat of the land; the pulsing of life that poured through her, enriching her.

    Rounding the bend, they faced the stacks of hay bales that marked the back of the maze. As they walked around the perimeter of the labyrinth, Streya stopped and turned towards Fjörna.

    “Today was horrible, and yet meeting you was the best thing that’s happened to me since we moved here. I feel really grateful,” she said.

    Fjörna reached out to grab her hand and squeezed it. “Me too,” she said.

    They continued walking, their hands clasped as they went. In another moment the festival became visible. Torches had been lit around the edges, and in the middle a large crowd had formed a circle. The troupe of dancers stood in the center, and were just about to light their tools on fire.

    “We’ll never see them through all those people,” Fjörna moaned.

    “Come on,” Streya replied. “Help me move some of these bales.”

    She reached for a hay bale, grunting as she tried to lift it. Fjörna came over to join her, and between the two of them they wrestled it onto the ground. They worked quickly, making a small staircase. Climbing the bales, they sat down atop the wall of hay, where a clear view of the dancers awaited them. Taavi sprawled down at the base of the bales, resting his large head on his paws.

    The dancers began to move, their hands twisting around in tiny circles as they twirled short ropes around their bodies, the ends of each rope attached to a ball of flame. The movements became bigger and faster, more elaborate as the dance sped up. Fjörna felt like she was watching pure magic. To her, it looked like they were weaving strands of fire around their bodies, and in the darkness, the twisting and turning of their shadowed forms seemed like the song of the night itself.

    As the dance began to slow, she felt herself exhale, and realized that she had been holding her breath. The dancers put the fires out, and as they bowed, the crowd cheered. Fjörna peeked over at Streya, and saw a matching glimmer of exuberance in her eyes. They sat for many minutes more, delighting in the memory of the dance, savoring the sense of wonder it had imbued in them.

    Below, the festival drew to its conclusion. Wagons were brought towards the booths, and men began to disassemble the stalls. Those who had come by foot began the long journey back towards town, small children already dozing in the arms of parents.

    “I’d better get back,” Fjörna said. “My parents will probably be wondering where I am.”

    “When will I see you again?” Streya asked.

    “Tomorrow?”

    Streya smiled. “Perfect. Probably not too early though. In the afternoon?”

    “Yes,” Fjörna replied. “I’m a little embarrassed to say, but I don’t think I could find your room again. I’m not very familiar with that part of the house, and there were so many corridors!”

    Streya laughed. “Don’t worry. I’ll find you.”

    They hopped down from the bales, picking bits of hay out of one another’s hair.

    “Is your mother here?” Fjörna asked.

    “Somewhere. I’ll see her at home,” Streya replied.

    They lingered in front of the maze, neither knowing how to part. Finally, Fjörna stepped forward, taking the taller girl into her arms and giving her a long hug. She felt the warmth of Streya’s body pressing against hers; the solidness of her arms as they wrapped around her. Fjörna had never touched anyone outside of her family with such intimacy before, and she felt enlivened by it.

    “I’ll see you tomorrow,” Fjörna said as she released her.

    She felt like her cheeks were on fire, and was thankful for the darkness that kept their color hidden. Turning around, she began to make her way towards the crowd of departing festivalgoers, heading in the general direction of her parents’ stall. Taavi obediently rose and followed, like a silent shadow in the night.

    Streya watched her retreating form for a moment, her heart hammering in her chest. Then, with a wide grin, she turned around and began to walk home.

    

  
    Chapter Three

     

    
     

    Autumn Gifts

     

    The next afternoon couldn’t come fast enough. After a long morning of lessons, Fjörna was finally able to escape to the solitude of her room. She paced back and forth across the floor, a heady mixture of excitement and anxiety coursing through her veins as she thought about her upcoming visit with Streya. At first, Taavi sat by the bed, attuned to her every movement. But as the minutes wore on, he eventually curled up on the rug and closed his eyes.

    A breeze rippled through the window, setting the mobile above the bed dancing. Fjörna glanced up to watch it, her eyes narrowing in thought. She had made it the previous autumn, after all the leaves had fallen. She had gathered the leaves—a small treasure trove of reds, yellows, and gold—and spread them about her room, laying books on them so that they would dry flat. Then she had wrapped thread around each stem, and attached them to thin wooden branches that she had tied into the shape of a star. This, she had hung from her ceiling. As she now watched it bobbing in the breeze, an idea sprang to her mind.

    She climbed on top of the bed, careful not to step on the hem of her skirt, and reached for the red ribbon that fastened the mobile to the hook in the ceiling. Lifting it carefully down, she carried it to the desk. From her dresser, she pulled out a round hatbox. Removing the hat, she replaced it with the mobile, and then sat on her bed, box in hand, grinning.

    A noise from the doorway startled her. Glancing over, she saw her brother peeking in.

    “What’s that?” he asked.

    She didn’t respond right away. Some part of her felt frozen, as if she’d been caught stealing something from her father’s study. Confused, she looked down at the box, wondering why she felt hesitant to tell Aengus about Streya. He slipped into the room, lingering just inside the doorway, and leaned back against the wall.

    “Have you met Streya?” she asked.

    He shook his head. “I don’t think so. Does she live in town?”

    “No. She’s Lila’s daughter.”

    His face twitched in surprise. “Lila has a daughter? Father didn’t mention anything.”

    “I know,” she replied. “I only just met her last night. She’s around our age. She’s really nice.”

    He smiled and shrugged his shoulders. “Really? Well, I’ll have to meet her sometime.”

    Neither spoke for a moment, and Fjörna hoped that he might grow bored and leave. Instead, he continued to eye the box curiously. She usually told Aengus everything, but there was something about Streya, and more specifically the way she made her feel, that Fjörna didn’t feel ready to share. Her hands tightened their grip on the box, her fingers pressing firmly against the lid.

    He crossed the room, settling down cross-legged on the rug, and reached over to stroke along the length of Taavi’s back. The great malamute was on the verge of falling asleep, and didn’t give any indication of noticing him.

    “Did you and Owen have fun yesterday?” she asked.

    “Definitely,” he replied.

    “What did you do?”

    “Not much. We mostly listened to the musicians. His teacher sure can play the fiddle.”

    Fjörna smiled as she recalled hearing the music over the hum of the crowd. The fiddle in particular had caught her attention.

    He smiled at the look on her face. “You heard it too, didn’t you?”

    “Aye.”

    He nodded. “I’m thinking about asking Mother and Father if I can take music lessons.”

    “What would you play?”

    “I don’t know. Maybe the flute? Or the mandolin?”

    “If you mention music, Mother’s going to want you to play the piano,” she said.

    He rolled his eyes. “I know. And I completely understand, but you can’t take a piano outside. It was exhilarating being out there—with everyone dancing, and the wind in my hair! I felt so alive. I don’t want to be limited to a drawing room.”

    She smiled at the way his eyes lit up as he talked. “I bet you’d be really good,” she remarked.

    He grinned happily, unconsciously sitting up straighter. “Thanks. I hope so. Listening to Owen practice certainly shows how hard it is. Watching those musicians play, you’d never know all that goes into it.”

    “Have you told Owen?”

    “Aye. He thinks it’s a marvelous idea.” Aengus paused, his gaze once again landing on the box, and the way Fjörna held it as if it were a baby bird. “So, what’s in that box, anyways?”

    She blushed, looking away.

    He leaned forward, smiling in anticipation. “Well, what is it?”

    She continued to avert her eyes, looking out the window instead. “It’s nothing.”

    He grinned, shifting even closer. “Fjörna, you’re a terrible liar. Really, you can tell me, whatever it is.”

    She sighed, glancing over at him. “It’s just my old mobile, the one that used to hang over the bed.”

    He looked up, squinting. “I knew something was different in here,” he said.

    “I want to give it to Streya, for her room.” Her blush deepened at the admission, and she squirmed uncomfortably, wishing she could hide.

    “Oh,” he replied. He was too stunned to say anything else.

    “What?” she said.

    He dropped his gaze, this time avoiding her eyes. “It’s nothing,” he mumbled.

    “Aengus, now you’re being weird. What is it?”

    “It’s just that she’s—well, she’s a servant.”

    At his words, she felt her cheeks grow inflamed, but refused to look away. She thrust her chin out, glaring at him. “She’s not a servant.”

    “Well, she may as well be,” he maintained.

    She bristled at his tone, her cheeks growing even darker. “And what’s wrong with that?” she retorted.

    “I don’t know. It’s just a bit odd, don’t you think?”

    “No, I don’t,” she replied.

    Her tone was hard and biting, and he looked away. “Oh. Well, then I guess it’s fine,” he muttered.

    “Since when have you cared about someone’s station?” she asked.

    “I don’t!”

    “Obviously, you do.”

    “Well, I don’t! It’s just different. That’s all.” He sighed and clambered to his feet. “Listen, I didn’t mean to upset you.”

    She glared at him, fuming.

    “I have to go,” he said. “I’ll see you later.”

    After he’d gone, she stared at the closed door, unnerved by the conversation. They’d never spoken to each other like that before, and for a brief moment she wondered if she was acting in error. But then she thought back to the night before, and the way she had felt while sitting atop the hay bales with Streya, and she felt her resolve harden.

    She stood up and placed the hatbox on the desk. Outside, the leaves were falling in droves, foretelling the arrival of winter. She watched as the branches slowly grew bare, their spindly arms reaching out in stiff assertion. Behind her, Taavi raised his head, his attention caught by a sudden ray of light that had fallen through an opening in the branches, its path exposed by a fallen leaf.

    Fjörna continued to stand at the window, her fingers tracing the edge of the windowsill, and she thought about Streya. What would her parents say when they found out she had befriended the daughter of a servant? They had always been encouraging of her pursuits in the past, and considerate of all the servants and laborers who worked on the property. But then again, so had Aengus. Sensing her disquiet, Taavi sat up, drawing her attention to him. She squatted down in front of him, gently rubbing the white of his cheeks, and then stroking down along the darker hairs of his well-muscled back and side.

    “What do you think?” she whispered. “Am I doing the right thing?”

    He leaned forward and licked the side of her face, his tongue running from jaw to temple. She grinned, wiping her cheek dry with her sleeve. “I thought you would say that,” she said.

    Gathering the hatbox into her arms, she clucked her tongue, cueing him to follow. He stood, his paws noiseless as they padded across the rug. The hall was cool and dim, empty save for the two of them. She passed quickly by her brother’s room, lest she run into him again, and hurried down the staircase.

    Once outside, she paused, drinking in the soft afternoon light. The porch opened onto a courtyard, with her mother’s flower garden on the right, and a wide trail off to the left, curving out towards the main road. Beyond that stretched what seemed like endless apple orchards, and fields for the cows, horses, and sheep to graze in. She wanted to go looking for Streya, but had no clue where to start. Besides which, Streya had been clear that she would find Fjörna when she was ready.

    Fjörna sat on the top porch step, her fingers drumming atop the pale-pink surface of the box. She stared at the oak tree, watching as a squirrel scrambled up the trunk, but really her mind was fixed on one thought. Thankfully, she didn’t have to wait long. Only a few minutes had passed when she heard someone whistle a short series of notes reminiscent of a wood thrush. She felt her belly warm at the sound, knowing before even looking that it was Streya. Glancing to her far right, she saw Streya tramping along the path that led to the stables, her curly black hair bouncing with each step. She beamed when Fjörna met her gaze and waved.

    Fjörna slowly stood up, trying her best to keep her hands from shaking. When Streya reached the porch, she took the stairs two at a time until she was standing beside her. For a minute they just stared at each other, both clearly too shy to speak first.

    Finally, Streya broke the silence, her voice warm and soft, like a delicate secret. “I’m glad to see you again,” she said.

    Fjörna felt her heart begin to race, and looked down, grinning. “Me too,” she said quietly.

    “What’s that?” Streya asked, indicating the box.

    Fjörna tensed, wondering if she had been wrong to bring a gift. She scuffed her boot on the wooden floorboards, and peeked up, eyeing Streya’s face nervously. “I brought you something,” she said.

    “For me?”

    The blush on Fjörna’s cheeks deepened, and she fought the urge to run away and hide. “Yes,” she said. “It’s just a small something. I hope you don’t mind.”

    It felt like a full minute passed and still Streya didn’t respond. Fjörna watched as different emotions played out on her face, mortified and yet also thrilled that she was having such an effect on her new friend.

    Finally, Streya seemed to recover, her eyes bright with feeling. “Of—of course,” she stammered. “Of course I don’t mind! It’s just that, no one ever has before. Given me anything, I mean. Well, besides my mother, that is.”

    “Oh,” Fjörna mumbled.

    “May I see it?” Streya asked.

    “Yes, but let’s go to your room first.”

    “My room?”

    Fjörna glanced behind her, and then out into the courtyard. “I don’t…”

    Streya’s eyes widened in understanding. “You don’t want anyone else to see.”

    Fjörna nodded.

    They walked in silence, occasionally casting sidelong glances at one another. Streya skipped ahead as they neared the door to the servants’ entrance, pulling it open with forced confidence. As she watched her, Fjörna felt an ache in her chest, like a sprout pushing out of a seed, tasting air for the first time, relishing the almost painful light of the sun. She followed as Streya led her down the many corridors. It was quiet, and she had the distinct feeling that they were alone in this part of the house.

    They entered Streya’s room, and it was just how Fjörna remembered it. She had thought that the window would not let any light in, as it faced a thick hedge, but she was wrong. The room was dim with greys and blues, reminiscent of the way the world looked just before sunrise. She glanced at Streya, standing in the half-light of her room, and she felt her breath catch in her chest, just as it had the night before. Streya stood quietly, watching Fjörna, waiting for her to speak, waiting to see if she had changed her mind about being there.

    Fjörna walked over to the bed and placed the hatbox down. “I made this last year. I’ve had it in my room, but I thought it would be nice in here.”

    She lifted out the mobile, disentangling the strings and leaves, careful not to tear them as she pulled them apart. She held it aloft in her hand, showing Streya what it would look like when hung from the ceiling.

    “It’s beautiful,” Streya murmured. She reached a hand out to touch one of the dried leaves. It bobbed on the end of its string, making her giggle with delight.

    Fjörna smiled shyly, her belly doing a flip at the sound of her laughter. She looked up at the ceiling, noting that someone had previously fastened a hook to one of the wood beams. “Shall I hang it up for you?” she asked.

    Streya’s face broke into a wide grin, and she clapped her hands together. “Please!” she said.

    Fjörna slipped her boots off and climbed up onto the bed. Balancing on the balls of her feet, she stretched up for the hook, tying the ribbon securely around it. She stood there for a moment, eyeing the bobbing mobile proudly.

    “What do you think?” she asked.

    “It’s perfect,” Streya replied.

    Fjörna felt so happy that she thought her heart might overflow. But then, as she started to climb down, she stepped on the hem of her skirt and tripped. She darted her hands out to grab onto something—anything—but there was nothing but air. Her face twisted in fear, and she began to fall, the ground rising up to meet her like a stone hammer. She didn’t even have time to scream. Streya dashed forward, half catching her as she tumbled towards the ground. They fell into a heap on the floor—a jumble of limbs, skirts, and hair.

    “Are you hurt?” Streya asked worriedly.

    Fjörna touched her knee where it had banged into the floor, gently pressing around the joint. It was tender, but not enough to make her wince. She extended her leg out, and then bent it again, slowly exhaling as the pain began to ease. “I don’t think so,” she said. “It might bruise, but it’s not injured.”

    Streya helped her to stand up, watching as Fjörna tottered back and forth across the room. “Thank goodness!” she said. “You gave me such a scare.”

    Fjörna shook her head at her own folly and laughed, relieved that she hadn’t actually injured herself. “I’ll be sure to wear pants next time I climb onto your bed.”

    Streya’s eyebrows shot up in surprise. “Your parents let you wear pants?”

    “Of course. Why wouldn’t they?”

    Streya shrugged, and sat down on the bed. “I don’t know. I guess, I just thought that they wouldn’t.”

    “It’s a lot easier to go hiking in the woods wearing pants than a skirt or dress,” Fjörna said by way of explanation. “Otherwise, I’d be more likely to tear my clothes.”

    She joined Streya on the bed, careful to keep a full half-foot of distance between them. Even so, she felt her heart begin to pound at the nearness of her. She didn’t know why Streya made her feel so nervous. It was different than the usual anxiety she felt around other people. Oddly, she was less anxious, and more excited. But there was something else too…something she couldn’t quite put her finger on yet.

    “Where do you go hiking?” Streya asked.

    “Nowhere in particular. Just, here and there.”

    “And your brother?”

    “Aengus? He comes sometimes, but he hasn’t for a while.”

    “Why not?”

    “He’s usually busy. He made a friend in town over the summer, and he spends a lot of time with him.” Fjörna glanced away, her throat constricting.

    “What is it?” Streya asked. She inched closer, gently laying a hand atop Fjörna’s thigh. “Are you…are you upset?”

    Fjörna looked down at Streya’s hand, feeling the comfort of it as it rested on her own leg. Her throat slowly relaxed, and she glanced up to meet Streya’s gaze.

    “I didn’t realize it, but I think I miss him,” she said.

    Streya nodded, her eyes softening with understanding.

    Fjörna looked away, astounded by her own openness. She cleared her throat. “Is there anything you want to do?” she asked, purposefully changing the subject.

    Streya lightly squeezed her thigh before releasing it. “Why don’t we go into the woods? You could show me some of the places you explore.”

    Fjörna grinned. “I’d love to,” she said.

    Streya smiled and sprang to her feet. Snatching up her cloak from the back of a chair, she crossed over to the door, pausing in the entryway to glance back. “I’ll nip by the kitchen and see if I can scrounge up anything for us to eat. Meet you by the oak tree?”

    Fjörna felt her pulse quicken as a small surge of elation coursed through her. Not trusting her ability to speak, she merely nodded.

    A few minutes later, Fjörna was once again pacing back and forth, this time in the shade of the tall oak tree. She twined her hands together, occasionally pressing them against the small of her back, as she tried to calm her breath. She had only ever gone into the forest with Taavi or Aengus before, and the thought of bringing Streya was overwhelming. In a way, it felt more intimate than inviting Streya into her bedroom. That, at least, she could imagine. Almost. But the woods were different. The woods were her most private, sacred world, and inviting Streya into them felt like inviting her into the center of her heart.

    The sound of racing footsteps drew her attention, and she paused midstride, glancing up to find Streya dashing around the side of the house. For a brief second, Fjörna thought about changing her mind and going back inside. But as Streya ran across the courtyard, with her hair flying every which way and her arms jutting out wildly as she sought to keep her balance, Fjörna felt a smile tug on her lips, and she knew she would go anywhere with this girl.

    “Ready?” Streya asked, as she came to a stop beside her.

    “Ready,” Fjörna said.

    Streya swiveled around so that Fjörna could see the rucksack she carried on her back. “I brought some bread and cheese, and a jug of apple cider,” she said.

    They pushed off, the house soon disappearing behind them. They were walking on the main road, with fields on either side. In the distance, the Andara Woods appeared half bare, as a good portion of the leaves had fallen just that morning. Fjörna looked around, her chest expanding at the sight of all the trees that dotted the landscape, and the patches of herbs and flowers that were scattered across the grounds in thick tufts of color.

    “It’s beautiful here,” Streya said.

    Fjörna smiled and glanced over. “You think so?”

    “Aye. Back in the capital, it was not nearly as beautiful as this.”

    “Do you miss it?” Fjörna asked.

    Streya sighed, hooking her thumbs beneath the straps of the rucksack. “Yes, and no. It was all I ever knew, up until we came here. There were all sorts of people, and food, and things to do. But there weren’t nearly as many trees, and I can’t recall ever noticing the stars at night, though I’m sure they were there. And Mother didn’t seem as happy. She smiles a lot more now, and laughs, sometimes for no good reason at all. I don’t remember that ever happening before.”

    “Why do you think she’s happier?” Fjörna asked.

    “I don’t know,” Streya replied. She reached down, picking up a fallen leaf that had blown across the path. “It was hard for both of us—to leave our life in Nuvolen, and all our friends and neighbors. But Mother especially, she was really upset. She said that she had already left a place once before, and she didn’t want to do it again. But she seems happier all the same.”

    Fjörna nodded, looking out over the landscape. “This place is special,” she said. “Sometimes I’ve imagined going to the capital, or leaving Staerjka altogether and taking a voyage across the sea. But there’s something about the land here that feels too beautiful to leave. It’s so quiet here. So quiet that I can actually hear things.”

    “What do you mean, hear things?” Streya asked.

    “I’m not sure yet. But something different, something more than what I could hear before.”

    “Like the wind last night?”

    Fjörna glanced over to meet her gaze. Suddenly, she felt very shy. What would Streya think of her, if she told her the truth? Would she find her queer? Would she be frightened of her? Fjörna had already divulged her secret the night before, and yet to say it again, in the light of day, felt like another measure of trust entirely.

    “Yes,” she said quietly. “Just like the wind last night.”

    Streya merely nodded, taking in what Fjörna said as if it were nothing to be scared of or laughed at.

    Fjörna felt her shoulders relax. As they continued walking, and quite without meaning to, she began to whistle. It was a sprightly, cheerful tune that she had heard Björn whistle while he was out with the horses. Streya grinned, skipping ahead and twirling in time with the song. She laughed, glancing back at Fjörna, her green eyes glittering with life. Fjörna watched her with fascination, thinking back to what Streya had said the night before, about the star princess descending from the sky in search of love, and she wondered if she had been talking about herself.

    As they neared the woods, Fjörna grew quiet. She felt the memory creeping back of the last time she had ventured into the forest, just three nights before, when she had heard the sound of a branch cracking in the night, and her heart had clenched in fear. The trees loomed silently before her, and she stopped, wondering if she was still welcome in their midst. Taavi bumped up against her leg, his head nuzzling her hand. She squatted down by his side, pressing her forehead into the side of his cheek.

    Streya glanced back, looking from Fjörna to Taavi and back again. “What is it?” she asked.

    Ashamed of her fear, Fjörna looked down at the ground. “It’s nothing,” she mumbled. “I only just remembered that I have to help my mother with something.”

    Streya gazed at her, but Fjörna refused to meet her eyes.

    “That’s not it,” Streya said. “What’s wrong? You can tell me.” She stepped forward, and made as if to touch Fjörna on the shoulder, but held back.

    Fjörna stood up, but kept her gaze fixed on her boots. “I’m afraid,” she said quietly.

    Streya stepped closer. “Of what?” she asked.

    Fjörna tried to reply, but couldn’t.

    Streya stepped even closer, reaching out to tuck a strand of hair behind Fjörna’s ear. When Fjörna didn’t flinch away, she cupped her hand beneath Fjörna’s chin, lifting it up so that she could look into Fjörna’s eyes. “What are you scared of?” she whispered.

    Fjörna stared into her emerald-green eyes, and suddenly found that she couldn’t breathe. It was as if a key had slipped into a lock, and she felt her belly tighten, down low, in a place she’d never felt before. Streya’s hand on her cheek, pressing gently against her skin—it made her heart flutter like a hundred crows abruptly taking flight. And somewhere, in the midst of all those wings flapping, she found her voice. “I was here three nights ago,” she whispered. “Following the wind, and I heard something.”

    “What was it?”

    “I don’t know. It frightened me. It was all I could do not to sprint as fast as I could out of the woods.”

    “Do you think it’s still there?”

    “No. I don’t know. But I’ve never been scared of the woods before.”

    Streya reached down to clasp Fjörna’s hand and gently tugged her towards the forest. “Come,” she said.

    Fjörna felt panic bloom in her chest, and she resisted the urge to pull her hand out of Streya’s grasp and run away. She puckered her mouth, exhaling slowly as she looked back and forth from the tall, looming trees to the green-eyed girl before her.

    Streya smiled, and tugged more firmly. “Come with me,” she said.

    Fjörna allowed herself to be pulled, keeping her eyes locked on Streya as she walked. Soon, they were swallowed by the trees, and she felt her chest constrict as the light dimmed. Streya moved slowly, careful to step over and around any fallen branches and tree roots. She pulled Fjörna deeper into the woods, occasionally glancing back with a nod of encouragement. The ground was covered in bright yellow, brilliant red, and rich orange leaves, and Fjörna felt a half smile form on her lips at the sound of their boots trudging through the piles of foliage. Seeing her smile, Streya stopped and released her hand.

    Fjörna froze the moment her skin lost contact with Streya. Her heart pounding, she looked around, searching for anything amiss, anything that might cause her harm. Taavi sat down beside her, softly panting in the shadow of a tree. She closed her eyes, listening for the subtleties of the forest, allowing the scent of fallen leaves to fill her. Though a breeze blew, she couldn’t discern anything out of the ordinary in its sound. She felt sad, and relieved, that it just sounded like normal wind flowing through the trees.

    She opened her eyes, letting them settle on Streya. “I’m not frightened anymore. At least not right now.” She paused, reaching out to grasp Streya’s hand. “Thank you. Thank you for bringing me here.”

    Streya smiled and squeezed her hand. “And here I thought you were the one who had brought me,” she said teasingly.

    Fjörna matched her smile, amazed that this beautiful, courageous girl wanted to be her friend. “Maybe we brought each other,” she replied, correcting herself.

    “That’s even better,” Streya remarked. “So, where to next?”

    Fjörna nodded towards the left. “This way. There’s a pretty stretch of creek, just to the south of here.”

    They began to walk, their steps forging a pathway through the fallen leaves.

    “Have you always loved the woods?” Streya asked.

    “Yes,” Fjörna replied. “But I only started exploring them a couple years ago. Before that, my parents made me stay on the farm.”

    “What changed?”

    “I got Taavi.”

    Streya glanced at Taavi, smiling when he looked up to meet her gaze with his soft, brown eyes. “That makes sense,” she said. “He seems like a very special dog.”

    “He is.”

    They fell into silence as they continued to walk, each with her own thoughts. Fjörna breathed in the scent of the trees, relishing the coolness of the air on her cheeks. She loved this time of year, when all the many colored leaves fell to the ground, forming a thick rug on the earth. The time between summer and winter was usually so short, and she did her best to spend as much time outdoors as she could.

    The ground began to dip down, and she shortened her strides to better keep her balance. A few minutes later, she could hear the sound of trickling water, and knew it was the creek following its meandering path out towards the sea. A moment later, the creek emerged from behind a stand of trees. A clump of large rocks was strewn along one side, a few stretching halfway across the creek, catching the last rays of afternoon light before the sun dipped behind the treetops.

    Streya clapped her hands together once, and then clambered down to the water’s edge. Fjörna half thought she was going to plunge in up to her knees, but Streya held back at the last moment, tottering precariously on the edge of a boulder as she gazed up at the sky and all around. The sky was a deep cobalt blue, and on the hill across the way the trees gently swayed in the autumn breeze. The water babbled as it flowed over a handful of rocks, shimmering as it danced in the sunlight, and further downstream they could just make out a deer peeking out at them from between the trunks of two moss-covered trees.

    Fjörna settled down on one of the flat rocks, so that she was perched just above the creek, and took her boots off, stretching her toes out wide in the afternoon light.

    Streya beamed back at her, her face as bright as the sun. “This place is an absolute treasure,” she declared.

    Fjörna’s heart leapt at the sheer delight on Streya’s face.

    Taavi ambled towards the edge of the creek and dipped his muzzle into the cold water. After he’d had his fill, he joined Fjörna on the flat boulder, sprawling out beside her with his head raised so that he could look out over the forest.

    Streya climbed up to where they were perched and sat down on Fjörna’s other side, letting her legs dangle over the edge of the rock. She rummaged in the rucksack, and handed Fjörna the jug of apple cider. “Here you go,” she said.

    “Thank you,” Fjörna said, before taking a long sip.

    “Are you hungry?” Streya asked, but she was already rifling through the bag. Pulling out a small loaf of dark bread, she tore it in two and handed one half to Fjörna.

    “I never think to get food from the kitchen,” Fjörna said.

    “Why not?” Streya asked. She was peering into the rucksack, searching for the cheese.

    “I don’t know.”

    “Well, think about it,” Streya said as she handed her a piece of cheese.

    “I think that I’ve always felt as if I shouldn’t.”

    “Shouldn’t eat outside of mealtimes?”

    “No. That I shouldn’t go into the kitchen.”

    Streya’s forehead crinkled in confusion. “But why? It’s your house, isn’t it?”

    “Yes, but it feels like only servants are allowed in certain areas, like the kitchen.”

    “Oh,” Streya said. She had been about to take a bite of cheese, but her hand fell limply into her lap. She looked away, staring stone-faced out at the creek.

    Startled, Fjörna glanced over. “What’s wrong? Did I upset you?”

    Streya hesitated before responding, briefly meeting Fjörna’s gaze before turning back to the creek. “When I told my mother about you last night, she thought we might not be able to be friends.”

    Fjörna stared at her, trying to comprehend what she had said. “I don’t understand. Why would she say that?”

    Streya’s mouth tightened and she peered upstream, small creases forming around her eyes as they narrowed.

    At her silence, Fjörna felt her stomach twist in knots. “Please tell me,” she said.

    Streya exhaled heavily, the tension around her mouth lessening as she turned to face Fjörna. “She said we might not be able to be friends because we’re of different stations.”

    “Aengus said the same thing when I told him about you,” Fjörna replied quietly.

    “Do you agree with him?” Streya asked.

    Fjörna’s eyebrows shot together. “Of course not. How could I?”

    Relieved, Streya’s face relaxed back into a smile. “That’s how I feel too,” she said. For a second, Fjörna thought Streya was going to say something more. She held Fjörna’s gaze, her green eyes flicking back and forth between Fjörna’s darker ones. But then she turned to look out at the water, leaning back so that her arms were stretched out behind her, her palms resting on the cold, smooth stone.

    They finished the food, Fjörna sharing a few bits of cheese with Taavi. Streya began to hum a soft rambling tune, and Fjörna lay back on the boulder so that her head was cupped in her hands, and closed her eyes to better listen. The sound of Streya’s voice mingled with the soft splashing of the creek, the combination settling deep into Fjörna’s chest, making her smile with profound happiness. Taavi rested his head on her thigh, warming her with his body. She didn’t notice how much time had passed, or how cool the air had grown. All she felt was the warm comfort of Taavi’s weight on her leg, and the sweet cadence of Streya’s voice as it poured into her.

    The sun began to sink further into the west, foretelling the coming of night. Beside her, Streya stopped humming. Fjörna opened her eyes, and realized with a jolt that the sky was quickly darkening. She sat up, her stomach clenching as she peered around at the thickening shadows. She didn’t want to linger in the woods after dark, not after what had happened last time. Wordlessly, she tugged her boots back on and stood up, brushing the back of her cloak free of twigs and leaves.

    Streya glanced up, meeting her eyes in the dimming light.

    “We’d best head back,” Fjörna said.

    Streya nodded and clambered to her feet. She shrugged the rucksack on and gave the creek one final fond look before hopping down off the rock and following Fjörna into the innumerable trees. The light was fading fast, making it hard to see the random branches that littered the ground, slowing their progress. By the time they were free of the forest, the sky above had darkened into a deep navy blue, and the first star of the night had emerged far to the north, like a tiny pinprick of light.

    “I had a really nice time today,” Streya said as they approached the house.

    Fjörna felt her cheeks warm at her words. “Me too,” she replied.

    Grinning, Streya skipped ahead, twirling once beneath the great white oak. She looked back at Fjörna, her eyes dancing. “What are you doing tomorrow after your lessons?”

    “Nothing. Do you want to meet up again?”

    “Yes!”

    “When do you normally get home from school?” Fjörna asked.

    “Around the same time we met up today.”

    Fjörna tilted her head to one side as a thought occurred to her. “What were you doing this morning, anyways? I thought you didn’t have school today.”

    Streya paused before responding, digging the toe of her boot into the dirt as she debated whether or not to answer. “I was helping my mother in the kitchen,” she finally said. “I was just coming back from delivering Björn his lunch when you saw me. He usually comes in to get it himself, but he was busy with one of the mares.”

    “Oh,” Fjörna said.

    Streya peeked up at her anxiously.

    Fjörna’s mouth had puckered in thought, and she was looking curiously at the house, as if she were seeing it for the first time. “Maybe I could help sometime too,” she said.

    Streya gasped in surprise. “Wh—what?” she stammered.

    “What do you think?” Fjörna asked.

    “You mean in the kitchen?”

    Fjörna nodded.

    “Won’t you get in trouble?”

    “Maybe. But I’d like to anyways.”

    “All right,” Streya said. She felt pleased without fully understanding why. “I’ll ask my mother.”

    Fjörna smiled. “See you tomorrow?”

    Streya gazed at her for a moment, as if she couldn’t quite tell if she were real. And then she stepped forward, wrapping her arms firmly around Fjörna, and pulled her close. They continued to stand like that, quietly embracing beneath the old oak tree, for a full ten seconds. It was the longest Fjörna could ever recall being held by anyone. And then Streya relaxed her grip and stepped away.

    Fjörna watched as Streya crossed the courtyard, looking back once to wave before disappearing around the side of the house. Fjörna glanced down at Taavi, endlessly patient as he sat by the roots of the tree and gazed out at the night. He followed as she made her way up the front porch steps. She paused at the top step, and turned around. The sky had darkened to a deep, rich, inky blue, and she watched as more and more stars appeared. It had been another magical day, and she felt her heart swell as she thought back on it all. With her eyes fixed on the brightest star, she imagined all the possibilities of the day to come.
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    Fjörna woke under a pile of heavy blankets. It was still dark out, perhaps an hour before sunrise. She thought about going back to sleep, if only to stay under the warm covers a little longer. However, the moment she closed her eyes and snuggled deeper under the blankets, she knew she couldn’t. Something inside of her had stirred, and she was unable to dismiss it.

    She peeked out from an opening in the covers. Outside, the sky was just beginning to grey, foretelling the approach of dawn. She knew if she went to the window, she would see a world blanketed in white, as it had been snowing practically every day for the past two weeks. She glanced towards the fireplace, inwardly grumbling at the dark, cold stone. The fire must have gone out hours ago. Reluctantly, she pushed the covers off, and with an unusual show of speed, scurried out of bed and snatched up her thick winter robe. Sliding it on over her nightgown, she pulled on her fur-lined slippers. Only then did she approach the window.

    Just as she had suspected, everything that faced the sky was covered in snow, from the shingled rooftop of the distant stable, to the spindly arms of the bare trees. She narrowed her eyes, wondering what it was that she had sensed. Even though it was dark out, she could still see the path that led out to the main road. It was knee-deep in snow, its surface smooth and pristine, having yet to feel the slice of sleigh runners, or the tread of horse hooves.

    The sky eased into the soft purples and pinks of dawn, the clouds weaving a tapestry of color across its gently glowing face. From where she stood, she had a clear view of her favorite oak tree, the one she had climbed since she was old enough to reach its bottommost branch. Something about the tree beckoned her forth, and she leaned closer to the window to try and see more clearly.

    The tree appeared undisturbed, each of its branches covered in a dense layer of pure, white snow, while around its base lay a blanket of powder, clean and level, and deep enough to jump in. Nothing seemed out of the ordinary, and yet something about the tree still pulled at her. She continued to stare at the tree as the sky lightened, the landscape bursting into vibrant color as the sun finally rose. Just then, as the light fell on the twisting oak, she saw the vague outline of a creature perched high in its snow-covered branches. It was a great white owl, with piercing golden eyes, and it was staring right at her. Her hand tightened on the windowsill, her fingers pressing into the wood. Suddenly, it felt as if something was sifting through her consciousness, and she flinched back in surprise. The sensation quickly fell away, and she was just herself once more. The owl continued to stare, and she narrowed her eyes, wondering…

    Footsteps in the hall interrupted her thoughts. She shook her head, as if coming out of a trance. When she looked at the tree again, the owl was gone. She peered towards the sky, searching for its outstretched wings, but there was nothing there. Had she imagined it? More footsteps sounded in the hall, making the floorboards creek, and she glanced towards the clock. It was nearly breakfast time. She quickly donned clothes for the day, doing her best to tidy her hair, as she made a special effort to look proper whenever she apprenticed with Naima.

    Taavi sat by the door, ready for his morning meal. Once downstairs, she let him outside while she waited on the porch, squinting at the tree in puzzlement while he relieved himself in the yard. The air felt frigid on her skin, penetrating through her woolen dress and forcing her to hop from foot to foot just to keep warm. Her teeth chattered, and she rubbed vigorously at her arms, chiding herself for forgetting her cloak up in her bedchamber. Taavi, however, seemed perfectly happy in the cold morning air. Watching him, she grumbled under her breath, but was secretly delighted by his show of exuberance as he tumbled back and forth across the snow.

    Once he finished eating, she hurried up to the third-floor landing. The breakfast room was awash in light, the walls glowing with a rich golden hue. Her family was already seated around the table and engaged in conversation. She silently slid into her seat, hoping not to attract any attention. She was still connected to the slow, tender quiet of the dawn, and felt disoriented by the sudden barrage of voices, which seemed to her needlessly loud.

    One of the servants, a quiet woman named Ingrid, placed a steaming cup of tea in front of her, and Fjörna smiled up at her. Ingrid gave a hint of a smile in return, her plump cheeks dimpling as she gave a slight curtsy before turning away. Fjörna cradled the teacup close, tucking it just under her chin. The steam warmed her skin, and the scent of the steeping tea leaves both enlivened and grounded her.

    She closed her eyes, tuning out the conversation as she centered her breath, practicing a technique Naima had taught her to use when she felt overwhelmed. The voices stopped, and she smiled, imagining that she had blocked them out entirely. Opening her eyes, her smile faltered. Her family had in fact stopped their conversation, and all eyes were turned towards her with a mixture of curiosity and uneasiness. Her parents glanced at each other, and Fjörna felt a sense of shame wash over her as they exchanged a look of disquiet. She stared down into her mug, wishing that she could disappear.

    “How are you feeling, darling?” Beatrice asked, her voice etched with concern; Fjörna had been acting strangely distant for the past few months, pulling more into herself, and now was no exception.

    “Fine, Mother,” Fjörna replied. She met her mother’s eyes, doing her best to smile, though her hands trembled under the table. She wished she could share the newness unfolding within her, but as she looked at her mother, she felt her throat clench.

    “Did you have a hard time sleeping?” Giles asked from the other side of the table. His blue eyes appeared warm and kindly behind his spectacles, and under his gaze she felt her shame dissipate, her hands slowly stilling beneath the table.

    “No,” she replied. “I woke a bit early, but that’s all.” She took a small sip of tea, hoping it would calm her.

    “Well, at least you’ll be apprenticing with Naima today,” Beatrice said. “If anything is the matter, I’m sure she’ll be able to help.”

    “Nothing’s the matter,” Fjörna insisted. “I’m fine.”

    “Hmmm,” Beatrice murmured.

    Fjörna could tell she was unconvinced, but didn’t know what else to tell her. She raised the teacup once more to her lips, hiding behind the simple action, using it to distract herself from her mother’s scrutiny.

    Beatrice glanced outside, frowning at the swirling snow as it drifted gently past the window. Her lips were pursed in worry as she turned back to her daughter. “I don’t know if you should be walking all the way to Brikhan’s Bluff if you’re not feeling well. Maybe we should have Björn take you in the sled.”

    Exasperated, Fjörna put her teacup down. “Mother! I’m fine! Really.”

    Beatrice glanced at her husband, but he merely shrugged. “She says she’s up for the walk, my love. I’m sure if she tires later in the day, that Naima could just bring her home. Besides, the sled is in use today.”

    “Oh?”

    “Aye. I have business in Venyaten. Björn will be accompanying me.”

    Beatrice stared out the window, her eyes narrowing as she deliberated over a new idea.

    Giles watched her curiously. “What is it, my love?” he asked.

    Beatrice glanced at Aengus, and then Fjörna, before meeting her husband’s gaze. She was about to speak, but just then Ingrid reentered the room, bearing a tray of food. “Let’s talk later,” she said.

    Giles nodded, and then smiled his thanks up at Ingrid as she set down a steaming plate.

    Fjörna picked up her fork, but try though she might, she couldn’t eat more than a few bites. Her thoughts were thick with the memory of how she had awoken, and the sensation of another consciousness pressing inside to meet her own. She glanced towards the window, wondering why the owl had sought her out, and if it might return.

    Finally, the clock chimed the hour, and she half rose from the table. “May I be excused? I want to allow a little more time because of the weather.”

    Her mother nodded, smiling regretfully. “You’re really going to be all right?”

    “I’ll be fine, Mother. Trust me.”

    Just before she left the room, Beatrice called out to her once more. “Don’t forget we’re having company tonight. I expect you to be on time for dinner.”

    “Yes, Mother,” Fjörna said, and disappeared down the hall.

     

    
     

    Fjörna stepped out onto the front porch, pausing to stare up at the oak tree. She scanned its branches, but the owl was long gone. She frowned as she turned away, and sat down on the bottommost step to attach snowshoes to the undersides of her boots. She pulled her furry hat down over her ears; it was pure black, merging seamlessly with her hair. Standing, she retrieved her two trekking poles and set off into the snowy landscape.

    The valley was silent and utterly still, but even so, she could feel a thread of life pulsing through the air. She plodded along the main road, leaving wide tracks in the snow behind her. Taavi trudged steadily by her side, his white face blending with the countryside. When they reached the fork in the road, she decided to keep to the main road and go through town, as it was rarely this quiet out. As she neared the business district, she passed by the town gardens, a large greenery that spanned the center of Mjönes, filled with interlacing paths and the occasional stone bench. Bare-armed trees were scattered across the snow-covered greenery, their outlines in stark contrast to the greyish white of the sky.

    She paused in front of the bakery, her eyes alighting on the pastry case. She rarely went inside, and had never done so by herself. But she’d barely eaten a bite at breakfast, and her mouth watered as she peered through the window. Before she knew what she was doing, she had bent down to unfasten her snowshoes and slipped inside.

    As she approached the counter, a soft moan escaped her lips. Just then, Alayne, the owner of the bakery, bustled out from the back room. Her blond curls were tucked up under a blue handkerchief, and her big cheeks were rosy. She had a wide face, bright blue eyes, and a tiny, delicate nose.

    “Fjörna!” she said. “How nice to see you! Are you here alone? Where’s your mother?”

    Fjörna flushed under the stream of questions. “She’s at home. I’m on my way to Naima’s for my apprenticeship, and I was hungry.”

    Alayne smiled, resting one hand on her hip while she draped the other over the counter. “That’s right! You started your apprenticeship a few months ago, didn’t you?”

    “I did,” Fjörna replied.

    “Well, let’s get you fed. What would you like?”

    “I’m not sure.” Fjörna bit down on her lower lip as she leaned over the case, peering at each pastry in turn. “A cup of dandelion tea, and…” She paused, glancing up at Alayne. “What would you recommend?”

    “Well, you can’t really go wrong, no matter what you choose,” Alayne replied. She came around the counter, crossing her arms in front of her chest as she considered the pastries. “But if it were me, I would pick a pumpkin muffin. I tried something new and added small bits of chocolate to the batter, and they turned out quite delicious if I do say so myself!”

    Fjörna smiled. “That sounds perfect,” she said, as she reached for a small purse she kept tucked in her satchel and pulled out a coin.

    It took several minutes for the tea to steep, but Fjörna didn’t mind. She carried the muffin-adorned plate over to a small table by the window, and shrugged out of her cloak. Taavi, she noticed, was already lounging in front of the fire. Alayne came over with the tea, hovering for just a moment as she peered out at the falling snow.

    Fjörna picked up the teacup, and took a small sip. It was warm and earthy, and she imagined it spreading like strong tree roots all the way down into her toes. “Thank you,” she said.

    Alayne smiled down at the girl. “It’s my pleasure,” she replied, before disappearing into the back room.

    Fjörna turned to look out the window, slowly eating the muffin as she watched the townspeople walk past. Most kept their heads down, huddled in their heavy winter cloaks, not paying attention to one another. But there was the occasional wave or flash of a smile, and Fjörna could sense the warmth in those exchanges, even from the other side of the window.

    “How is it?” Alayne called from over the counter.

    “Delicious, just like you said.”

    “Good,” Alayne replied. Her cheeks dimpled with pleasure, and she returned to kneading dough. “I’ll tell Gosta. It was his idea to add the chocolate.”

    Fjörna paused at this news, with the teacup half raised to her lips. She tried to imagine Gosta—standing beside this rosy-cheeked woman, with his sleeves rolled up, kneading dough—but the image couldn’t quite form. Not after the savagery she’d witnessed at the Harvest Festival. She frowned, setting her teacup down, but Alayne didn’t notice.

    “Does his father bake too?”

    Alayne’s smile immediately fell away. “We lost him, when Gosta was but a boy.”

    Fjörna’s chest tightened at the look on Alayne’s face. “I’m so sorry,” she said.

    Alayne didn’t respond at first. She kept her gaze fixed on the wooden slab, her hands rolling and pressing into the dough with a little more force than she had been using before. “It was about six years ago. Gosta had just turned ten.” She paused in her kneading, her face upturned in thought. “Now that I think of it, that must have been about the time I started teaching him to bake. It was something we could do together, to take his mind off of his father.”

    “You must miss him terribly,” Fjörna said.

    A strange look passed over Alayne’s face, but then it was gone. She cleared her throat, wiping the back of her hand against her forehead, leaving a faint streak of flour. “He had his faults, but I do. I think Gosta must also, but he hasn’t talked about his father in years. You’d almost think he’s forgotten all about him.” Alayne dropped her gaze, her lips pursed as she began to knead the dough once more.

    Fjörna watched her for a moment, before turning back to the window. She took a sip of tea, and then another, barely noticing the people who walked past. Instead, she thought of Gosta, and the proud, spiteful look in his blue eyes. Was there more to him than that? He had been so rough and cruel that day at the Harvest Festival, she almost couldn’t recognize him from the description his mother gave. She’d thought he was a terrible person, malicious down to the bone. But perhaps she was wrong. Perhaps his heart was just broken. But still—what was it that made people turn one way versus another? Because it seemed to her that a broken heart could make someone hard and bitter, but it could just as easily inspire more compassion, and a deeper connection to life. She pursed her lips, resting the rim of the now-empty teacup to her chin. Was it the event itself that made the determination? Or something essential in a person’s nature?

    The front door opened, setting a cluster of bells jingling and jarring her out of her reverie. She inhaled slowly, allowing her thoughts to return to the present moment, and glanced down at Taavi. He was dozing peacefully by the fire, his ear giving the occasional twitch as he dreamed. She smiled, and leaned over to gently wake him.

    Gathering up the empty plate and mug, she brought them to the counter.

    Alayne’s eyes still showed a hint of sadness, but the smile she cast on Fjörna was real. “I’m glad you stopped in. It’s nice to see you without your mother. You talk more.”

    Fjörna laughed. “I guess so.”

    “Well, come again,” Alayne said.

    “I will,” Fjörna replied.

    The air felt frosty on her face after the warmth of the bakery, and Fjörna quickly donned her hat. Slipping her snowshoes back on, she fastened the straps and began to trudge down the road. Soon, she was near the edge of town. The buildings fell away, leaving rolling snow-covered dunes that hid the sea from sight. Brikhan’s Bluff rose up before her, and she paused to catch her breath before turning up the path that scaled the hill. A part of her longed to visit the beach, knowing that it was covered with snow. She had always thought it magical, to watch snow falling on the water; to feel the crunch of it beneath her feet as she listened to the crashing waves. For the span of a breath, she considered taking the morning for herself and arriving at Naima’s late. But in the very next breath she smiled, shaking her head.

    The little stone house on the edge of the bluff seemed as quiet as the falling snow. The only sign of life was the smoke rising out of a chimney. She glanced to the right, towards the pasture where Naima let her horses roam. They were in the far corner, under a stand of spruce trees. One was grey, while the other was dark brown, and each was covered with a thin dusting of snow. Fjörna paused, admiring the sight from afar, before turning up the path that veered from the main road. The snow lay thick atop the dry-stone wall that encircled the home, adding a full foot to its height. The oak door shone out warmly in contrast to the white of the landscape. When she knocked at it, she felt a surge of unexpected relief, and in the moments before the door opened, she realized that a part of her felt as if she were coming home.

    Naima quickly ushered her inside, so as not to lose the heat from the fire. “I’ve told you time and again, you don’t need to knock!” she said. But her blue eyes twinkled as she reached for Fjörna’s trekking poles.

    Fjörna grinned sheepishly, and bent over to remove her snowshoes. “I know, I know. It’s a hard habit to break.”

    Setting the snowshoes by the door, she hung her cloak and coat on a pair of pegs just above them. A fire was burning merrily in the hearth, and she walked over to stand in front of it, holding her hands out to soak up the warmth of the flames.

    Naima sat down in one of the dark green armchairs. Taavi padded across the rug, laying his head across the armrest in greeting. She smiled and scratched him behind the ears. “It looks very cold out,” she remarked.

    “It’s not as bad as it looks,” Fjörna replied. She turned around so that the fire warmed her rear. Closing her eyes, she gave a deep sigh as the heat seeped into her backside.

    Naima gave a low chuckle.

    Fjörna opened her eyes and grinned at her. “I’m just warming myself!”

    “Aye, well. When you’re done, have a seat by me. There are things I’d like to discuss with you today.”

    Fjörna cocked her head to one side, curious. She waited to voice her questions however, knowing from the three months she had worked with Naima that the older woman shared her thoughts and knowledge at her own pace, and in her own time. There was no rushing her, no matter how curious Fjörna might feel.

    She noticed Cindri lying on the dining table, his face resting in his paws as he looked out the eastern window towards the sea. She thought for a moment that he was sleeping, but just then he lifted his head and turned to stare at her, his green eyes otherworldly as they caught the firelight. She swallowed, feeling self-conscious under his gaze, and looked away.

    Once she was warm, she stepped away from the fire and settled into the armchair across from her mentor. Naima didn’t seem to notice, however. She gazed into the fire with a fixedness that made Fjörna feel like she was looking at something else entirely, almost as if she were looking inside the fire, and not at it.

    Fjörna adjusted her position on the chair, making herself comfortable, as she didn’t know how long it would be until Naima spoke with her. Folded over the back of the chair was a maroon knit blanket, and she draped it over her legs. Still she waited. She glanced over at Cindri, but he had returned his attention to the view out the window. She peeked over at Naima, but she was still engrossed by the fire, while Taavi likewise was thoroughly absorbed by the burning blaze.

    Fjörna looked down into her hands, allowing her thoughts to drift back to the morning, and the peculiar way in which she had awoken. She let the feeling fill her consciousness, the feeling of that first moment when she had realized something other than herself was present in her awareness. She had felt alert, but unafraid. She was sure there had been an owl, but then it had disappeared so quickly, and without a trace. Had it been a vision?

    Just then, Naima cleared her throat. Disoriented, Fjörna met her eyes. The older woman was staring at her with the same fixedness with which she had just been contemplating the fire. Fjörna squirmed, wondering just how long Naima had been staring at her.

    “Where were you?” Naima asked.

    “I was thinking back to the morning,” Fjörna replied.

    “Did something happen?”

    Fjörna shifted in the armchair uncomfortably. “Yes, and no,” she said.

    “Would you prefer not to share?”

    “No, it isn’t that,” Fjörna replied. “It’s just that I don’t really know what happened.”

    “Start from the beginning,” Naima encouraged.

    Her eyes were kind, and Fjörna felt her inhibitions fall away, knowing that Naima wouldn’t judge her.

    “I woke this morning with the sense that something had woken me. I looked out my window, and I saw a great, white owl, with brilliant golden eyes. It was perched in the old oak tree, and it was staring right at me, as if it knew me. I looked away for just a second, and when I looked back it was gone, as if it had never been there. I think it wanted me to come out and talk to it, or follow it—but how is that possible? How could I feel something like that? And, honestly, I don’t even know if it was really there. But I can’t help but feel this weight of importance pressing on me, and I don’t know what I should have done, or what any of it means.”

    “What did it feel like?”

    “Like something was tugging at my heart. Or as if something had whispered my name. Or both? I don’t know.”

    “Hmmm,” Naima mused. She turned to look into the fire once more.

    Fjörna waited, her palms sweaty. She half believed that Naima would be able to tell her what it all meant, even though the older woman hadn’t been there and so hadn’t felt it for herself.

    Naima turned to her suddenly, her blue eyes narrowed. “Has this ever happened before?” she asked.

    “Yes, but not exactly,” Fjörna replied. Nervous, she reached up to tuck a strand of hair behind her ear, taking the moment to collect her thoughts. “Sometimes when I’ve been up on the farm, I get the feeling that the wind is calling to me, asking me to follow it.”

    “Have you ever followed it?” Naima asked.

    “Just once, but I turned around.”

    “Why?”

    “Because I was scared.”

    “And you haven’t followed it again?”

    “No.”

    “Why not?”

    “I don’t know. I guess, because it just feels so strange. How could it possibly be calling to me?”

    “Do you really believe that?” Naima asked.

    “No.”

    “Then why did you say it?”

    “Everyone would think I was crazy, if I went around following the wind when I heard it call to me.”

    “Would you think you were crazy?”

    “No.”

    “Humph,” Naima grunted as she turned again towards the fire.

    Fjörna felt her cheeks redden with embarrassment. Somehow, she felt like Naima was disappointed in her, even though she wasn’t saying it.

    “Do you think it’s related?” Fjörna asked, breaking the silence.

    “It’s possible,” Naima replied. She turned, fixing her gaze on Fjörna. “I think that the more you listen to these strange callings, the more they will become clear to you. It’s just as it is with anything: listening takes practice, just like cooking or walking or speaking. You have not been listening. You’ve been closing your ears, and closing your heart to the things you hear. It is no wonder that when you want to listen, you can’t.”

    Fjörna hung her head. She felt a tear slide down her cheek, but did not reach up to wipe it away.

    “Fjörna!” Naima said. Her tone was sharp, lashing through the air.

    Fjörna’s head whipped up.

    “It is nothing to be ashamed of. All new things are hard to embrace, especially if they might set you apart. But you must realize, though you will feel different and separate from others, you will be closer to yourself. And closer to a world that others cannot even fathom.”

    Fjörna nodded, wiping her cheek dry with the back of her hand.

    “Tsskkk,” Naima said. She handed her a handkerchief. “Blow,” she commanded.

    Avoiding her eyes, Fjörna blew her nose.

    “There now,” Naima said. “Was there anything else about the morning?”

    Fjörna shook her head.

    “All right then.” Naima was about to continue, but stopped, sensing that Fjörna was still upset. Her eyes softened as she remembered that Fjörna was still a child, and even more than that, that she had a tender heart. “I’m sorry if I spoke harshly,” she said.

    Fjörna stared at her in disbelief. She never thought that she’d ever hear Naima apologize. The older woman always seemed so clear and confident, as if it were impossible for her to make a mistake.

    “It is something that upsets me. That’s why I spoke so forcefully to you.”

    “What upsets you?” Fjörna asked.

    Naima gazed at the child, wondering how much to share. “When I was younger, I lived in a small village called Larkstoa. It’s on the eastern edge of Vornasten. I was trained to be a healer by my mother, just as I am training you. I loved my home.”

    Naima paused, sighing. “But as I grew, I came to realize that not everything I was, not everything I could do, was considered normal, or even right. There were aspects of myself that were judged as being bizarre, and by some even considered wicked.”

    She hesitated, giving Fjörna another appraising look before continuing. “I had a friend who was like me, only she was not as strong; or perhaps not as willing to be different from the rest of our community. In any case, she chose not to listen to her inner truth. For a time, she was able to fit in. But I could tell that something inside of her was withering, something of her spirit. She pretended she was fine, but she knew, and I knew, that there was something very wrong.”

    “Did she fall ill?”

    “Not for a long time,” Naima said. “Not until long after I left. But I heard word from my mother, about ten years after I’d arrived here, that my friend was desperately ill, and in a way that couldn’t be helped. It wasn’t an illness of the body, but rather an illness of the spirit, and those types of things cannot be tended to with herbs or rest, or even magic.”

    “Magic?”

    “Yes, child. Magic.”

    “But that doesn’t exist. It’s only in the stories.”

    “That is not true. Magic most certainly does exist.”

    “I don’t understand,” Fjörna said. Her brow furrowed as she tried to piece together the different things Naima had shared. “Was that what she was turning away from in herself? Magic? Do you mean to say, that she had magic, but denied it, and that eventually she fell ill because of it?”

    Naima hesitated. “It was magic, but in truth it could just as easily have been something else,” she said.

    Confused, Fjörna cocked her head to one side.

    Naima raised a hand up to her own mouth, resting a fingertip on her bottom lip as she thought about what to say next. She glanced over at Cindri. He was sitting atop the table, eyeing their conversation with a focused calm. Turning back to Fjörna, she lowered her hand and continued.

    “Where I come from, unlike here, magic is believed in. You might think that this would create more understanding and acceptance, but it has not. At the very least, it’s seen as an abnormality, and at the very worst, it’s seen as a threat. Many are forced to leave, to escape persecution by their fellow neighbors, or even family. My friend chose to stay and hide her magic, instead of fleeing and living as she was truly meant to. For years she tried to hide it, turning away from it. But it could just as easily have been love that she was trying to hide, and turn away from; or a sensibility of spirit.”

    “What do you mean by a sensibility of spirit?”

    Naima paused, considering. “Have you ever seen a young boy, tender of heart and sensitive?”

    Fjörna nodded.

    “Well, I’ve seen plenty. And more times than not, I’ve seen them bullied or pressured by their fathers, or brothers, to become tough, and even domineering; to suppress their sensitivities, and their inclination towards receptivity and kindness. Sometimes it’s not a father at all that does it, but just living in a harsh world that treads on those who are vulnerable, forcing them to grow afraid of their natural tendencies. These boys turn away from themselves, hardening their hearts and turning their backs on the truth of their spirits. They might protect themselves from being physically hurt, or emotionally abused, but the injury they incur on their own spirits by suppressing the truth of themselves is a thousand times worse.”

    Naima paused, wondering if she was sharing too much. Would the child be able to understand? She inhaled deeply through her nose, calmly assessing Fjörna before continuing. “Each of us has a truth to who we are, and if we turn away from that truth, our spirit wastes away. Eventually, the wasting away of the spirit manifests as illness in the body. For some, the truth they are turning from is a small thing, and so the decline of spirit might go unnoticed for a long, long time. For others, that which they are turning away from is so much a part of who they essentially are, that they are another person entirely without it. Or rather, they are an empty shell without it. In these cases, the decline is more dramatic, and can happen much faster.”

    “And you, as a healer, can do nothing to stop it?” Fjörna asked.

    “That is correct.”

    “Can anything stop it?”

    “Only making a different choice can stop it; choosing to embrace who you really are in all your beauty, and wonder, and difference; and only if done early enough. In the case of my friend, it wasn’t until the end that she tried to live differently. It wasn’t until the end that she realized what really mattered to her. But it was too late. Her spirit had weakened far too much, and there was no recovering from it.”

    Fjörna stared into the fire, her eyes welling up with tears. “I am sorry for your friend,” she murmured.

    “Oh, child,” Naima said. She smiled, though she herself had tears in her eyes. “It was long ago, and in her own way she taught me a great deal. It is my hope that even her mistake might mean something, if I can help teach others never to turn away from who they really are.”

    Fjörna gaped at Naima, her dark eyes widening as realization struck. “Do you think that I have magic?” she whispered.

    “I do.”

    Fjörna gulped, her brown skin turning a shade lighter. “What does that mean exactly?” she asked.

    Naima rocked back in her chair, taking in the breadth of the question. “Well,” she began as she leaned forward again. “It means different things for different creatures.”

    “Creatures?”

    Naima grinned. “Aye, creatures. Did you know, for example, that Cindri is a creature of magic?”

    Fjörna glanced at the tawny cat. He had moved to the rug, and was seated by her feet, staring up at her with big, unblinking eyes. He leapt onto her lap, settling atop the blanket. She stroked along his back, her eyebrows knitting together as her mind worked furiously, thinking back to all the interactions she’d had with him that had felt different than those she’d had with other cats.

    She looked up at Naima, narrowing her eyes. “What do you mean by different things for different creatures?” she asked.

    “Well, magic shows itself in all manner of ways. But like love, it isn’t a fixed thing. It ebbs and flows, and weaves between one soul and another, whether that soul belongs to plant, animal, or human. It is a part of that which binds us all together, living or dead.”

    “Living or dead?”

    “Consider the fire in the hearth. It is not alive, and yet there is something of life in it; a lingering imprint of soul, imparted by the wood, and the stone that holds it. Even the air itself is a part of the grand web of life.”

    Fjörna sat, gazing at the fire. “And you think it was something of magic that woke me? And something of magic that has been calling to me on the wind?”

    “Yes,” Naima replied.

    Fjörna tore her gaze away from the hearth, looking first at Cindri and then at Naima. “Do you think I’ll ever be able to know what it is?” she asked.

    Naima smiled. “That, Fjörna, is entirely up to you. Certainly not if you turn away from magic when it calls. But if you turn towards it, I wouldn’t be surprised if you find out very quickly what it is.”

    “Do you have magic?”

    “I do.”

    “Are you ever afraid?”

    Naima laughed, shaking her head. “All the time, little one. But not just of magic. It is sometimes a very frightening thing to be alive. For example, if I loved somebody, there is a good chance I would be afraid of being hurt, or of not having my feelings reciprocated. Or if I had a child, there is a good chance I would be afraid of hurting them, or making a mistake in how I raised or treated them. Does this mean I should not go forth and do my best? No. Being afraid of something does not mean we avoid it. If anything, it might mean that we’re on the right track.”

    “But that’s not always the case,” Fjörna remarked.

    “No, not always.”

    “What can you do with your magic?” Fjörna asked.

    Naima grinned. “I can listen. I can listen on the deepest of levels. And sometimes, I can see.”

    “But what can you do?”

    Amused by her question, Naima arched a single eyebrow. “Listening well is not doing something?” she asked.

    “Well, it’s not a spell.”

    “You will find one day, that some of the deepest magic is the ability to hear clearly and to see truly.”

    “I don’t understand. What does that mean?”

    Naima sank back into her chair, smiling. “One day, you will find out,” she said.

    

  
    Chapter Five

     

    
     

    Dinner with the Governor

     

    It wasn’t yet night when Fjörna returned home. All the house servants were bustling about, making preparations for the dinner party her parents were hosting that very evening. She lingered in the foyer, watching as they dashed to and fro, but after a few minutes realized that she was in the way. She decided to go to the library, as she rarely had time to read anything anymore, except books on herblore, and she dearly missed the simple enjoyment of a good story.

    The library was on the first floor, on the other side of the house, far from the intrusions of noise that dominated the foyer and sitting room. The ceiling was high, the walls lined with hardbound books, excepting for a large stone hearth that faced the entrance. The fireplace was flanked on either side by two bay windows, each looking out onto a snow-covered courtyard, while above it spanned a long, rectangular window. Three velvet armchairs and two well-worn couches were spaciously spread around the floor, each paired with a knee-high table and lamp.

    Fjörna paused in the entryway, peering around the room affectionately. It was here that her father had taught her to read when she was very young. He had sat her on his knee, night after night for a whole winter, reading to her from the same book over and again because she had loved the story so much. As each night progressed, she had found that the markings on the page had gradually formed into letters, which had then developed into words. At the time, it had seemed like magic. Now, she sought out the library, and the comfort of that memory; the comfort of knowing that all new things, even of the magical variety, could someday feel quite normal.

    A golden haze filled the room, the late afternoon sunlight falling through the windows like thick, warm honey, richly illuminating the old books as if they were distinguished royalty. She made a slow circuit, her fingers tracing over the book spines as she squinted at the titles. Plucking one from off a shelf, she curled up on her favorite couch, quickly losing herself in the story. But as the light began to fade, she felt a deep fatigue wash over her, and set the book to the side. She thought about going up to her room for a nap, but was too happy in the lush stillness of the library. It was like sitting in a forest glade, with books surrounding her instead of trees. Stretching out along the couch, she rested her head atop a soft, plush pillow, and drifted into a dreamless sleep.

    It was true night when she awoke. She blinked her eyes open, disoriented, and tried to remember where she was. A light emanated from behind the couch, pouring in through the open doorway and casting the room in a soft glow. Recognizing the walls of books, she sat up and looked around, wondering where Taavi was. Voices startled her out of her contemplation, and she looked towards the open doorway, listening.

    “Two horses you say?”

    Fjörna recognized the voice of Bain, the house butler.

    “Aye, a black colt and a chestnut filly. Saw him lead them into the stable just this evening.”

    The second voice she recognized as one of the other servants, Ingrid, who had served their breakfast just that morning.

    “And for the young’uns?” Bain asked.

    “Aye! I overheard them talking about it this morning.”

    “Well, I’ll be. That’s a fine gift for the two of them.”

    As the servants continued down the hall, their voices drifting away, a slow smile spread across Fjörna’s face. She’d dreamt of having a horse for years, but had never thought to ask for one.

    Racing out of the library, she peeked through the nearest window. The stable was just visible, and she pressed her face as close to the glass as she could without fogging it. The sky was dark, with thousands of flickering stars strewn across its surface. An indistinct light shone out from the open stable door, and she waited, hoping to see some sign of the two new horses. Finally, the light began to move, bobbing back and forth as it grew larger, spilling out onto the snow-covered path. A moment later Björn’s massive body appeared in the entry, and for a brief moment she could see his broad, kindly face before he blew out the lamp.

    She sighed, knowing that she wouldn’t learn anything more that night. From the other side of the house, she could hear the grandfather clock strike the time in the foyer. Her eyes widened as the clock continued to chime, the knowledge rapidly sinking in that it was a full hour later than she had thought it was. Their dinner guests would soon be arriving, and with a pang of distress, she realized she would be late if she didn’t hurry.

    Dashing up to her room, she threw open the chest, rifling through the neatly folded clothes as she searched for the perfect outfit. At Aengus’ request, they would be hosting the governor, his wife, and their son for dinner. Fjörna had barely engaged with any of them before, and always in the context of a larger social gathering. But tonight would be different; there would be nowhere to hide. She had purposefully avoided thinking about it all day, which had been easy given the conversations on magic. But now, with their immanent arrival, there was no ignoring the fluttering in her chest. Glancing around the room, she again wondered where Taavi was; he was always such a comfort when she felt distressed. She took a deep, centering breath, just as Naima had taught her, willing herself to calm down.

    Feeling more centered, she returned to the task at hand, and within a minute had found what she was looking for: a full-length dark green dress, with an indigo-blue shawl and ribbon to match. She had just finished dressing when their dinner company arrived. She peered out the window, watching their dark outlines disembark from the sleigh. Turning away, she gave the mirror one final, forlorn glance, before stepping out into the hall.

    Peeking over the banister, she saw that her parents and brother had already assembled at the base of the stairs. Her mother was shooting nervous glances up towards the second-floor landing, and Fjörna knew she was looking for her. Catching sight of her daughter, Beatrice motioned her to come down quickly, relief and exasperation rivaling for governance of her face. Taking another deep breath, Fjörna promptly obeyed. She arrived at the foot of the stairwell just as the butler, Bain, opened the front door and ushered the governor and his family inside.

    Connell, the governor, was broad and swarthy, with a body that looked more inclined towards physical labor than politics. He had a wide, strong jaw and shoulder-length greying hair that had once been black as night.

    His wife, Astra, stood just beside him. She was short and stout, with straight brown hair and soft, fleshy hands. A heavy, winter cloak hung around her shoulders, and she handed it to Bain with a nod of thanks.

    Owen, their son, stood just behind his father. Though not quite as tall, he had the same heavy build and broad shoulders. Also like his father, he had lustrous brown skin with a reddish-gold undertone, thick eyebrows and black, wavy hair. His eyes, however, were all his own: dark and intense, like the sea in a storm, and ever watchful.

    Giles stepped forward, firmly shaking Connell’s hand. “I’m so glad you could come,” he said.

    Connell smiled warmly. “As are we,” he replied.

    Next, Giles turned to Astra, his eyes brightening in sincere pleasure. He gave a slight bow, lifting her hand to his lips for a dry kiss. “Astra. It’s been far too long.”

    Astra smiled, her round cheeks dimpling at his greeting. “Indeed, it has,” she replied. “You so rarely come into town anymore.”

    Giles shrugged. “What can I say? I feel the pull less and less as I get older. Though I do miss running into you.” He paused, his eyes alighting on Owen, who looked as if he would have been happy to remain an observer.

    Owen blushed as everyone turned to look at him, but he held Giles’ gaze.

    Giles stepped forward, grinning as he shook the boy’s hand. “Ah, the reason for this gathering. I almost didn’t recognize you, Owen. You’ve grown at least six inches since last I saw you.”

    Owen’s blush deepened, spreading into his neck. “I suppose I have,” he replied.

    Beatrice stepped forward, nodding a greeting towards Connell, and took both of Astra’s hands in her own. “I’m glad you could come. I haven’t seen you since we worked on that charity event over the autumn.”

    Astra laughed. “And what a time that was! You know, I don’t think I’ve ever enjoyed organizing an event as much as I did while working with you.”

    “Perhaps we could plan something else for the spring?”

    Astra beamed at her, and gave her hands a gentle squeeze. “I would like that very much,” she replied.

    Fjörna watched from a few feet away; she wanted to join in, but her throat tightened at the prospect. She didn’t know what to say or do, or how to be. Her father was still talking with Owen, peppering him with what seemed like a hundred questions, while Aengus, whom she could normally count on for camaraderie, was already glued to Owen’s side, his sister all but forgotten. Clutching her hands together in front of her belly, she fought the urge to flee up to her room.

    Beatrice glanced over, noticing how her daughter hung back, and motioned for her to join them. Fjörna was so relieved that she didn’t even mind it when Beatrice wrapped an arm around her waist.

    Astra smiled warmly at her. “Fjörna! How are you? How is the apprenticeship going?”

    Fjörna tried to return her smile. “Good. I’ve been really busy.”

    “What a wonderful opportunity,” Astra remarked. She turned towards Beatrice, her voice brimming with curiosity. “How did you manage to arrange an apprenticeship with Naima? From what I hear, she’s refused to take anyone on for years.”

    “That’s what I’d heard as well,” Beatrice replied. “But, oddly enough, it was her suggestion.”

    Fjörna gave a slight frown. Naima hadn’t mentioned any of this to her. In fact, taking Fjörna on as an apprentice had seemed like a perfectly ordinary turn of events. But now, it sounded as if this wasn’t the case. What had prompted the change of heart? Did it have something to do with magic?

    Astra peered at Fjörna with increased interest. “How remarkable. Well, I’m sure Naima had her reasons. I’m glad you’re enjoying it.”

    Giles cleared his throat. “Shall we move to the dining hall?” he said.

    “Of course,” Beatrice replied. With her arm still around Fjörna’s waist, she led the way.

    The dining hall was long and spacious, with cream-colored walls decorated with landscape oil paintings. A roaring fire burned at the far end, while candles flickered from the bronze wall brackets, adding an air of intimacy to an otherwise formal room. Candles were likewise spaced along the length of the table, making the silverware glisten.

    At her parents’ insistence, Fjörna took a seat next to Owen. She was intimidated at first—she’d never even spoken two words to him before—but then he smiled at her, and she thought his brown eyes were nearly as kind as Björn’s. She smiled in return, and felt her shoulders relax.

    Giles clapped his hands together twice, and the servants commenced to serve the meal. Fjörna peeked at Owen, recalling the blush she had seen on his cheeks when they had arrived, and she wondered if he similarly felt nervous in groups of people. She couldn’t tell, but she did notice that he was quiet, and was more apt to observe what was happening around him than join in. The more she watched him, the more at ease she felt, as if they had an unspoken affinity. He glanced over, flashing her another small smile before returning his attention to the conversation. She sipped from her water glass, and likewise began to attend to the discussion.

    Giles, seated at the far end of the table, was speaking. “My word, Connell. I don’t see why in the world you would venture to the capital this time of year!”

    “I’ll wait for the first decent break in the weather,” Connell replied. “I’ve done it plenty of times before.”

    “But why would His Majesty request your presence now?” Giles asked. He tilted his head to one side in genuine bewilderment. “He never calls the court together in winter.”

    “I can only imagine that it’s something of dire importance,” Connell answered.

    “How long will you be gone?” Giles asked.

    Connell shrugged, and took a sip of wine. “The trip to the capital takes two days, and that’s assuming we don’t get a blizzard. Aside from that, I have no idea. Perhaps two weeks?”

    “Goodness, I hope we don’t get a blizzard,” Giles murmured. He turned towards Astra. “And will you be accompanying him?”

    Under the table, Astra reached down to take Connell’s hand. “Not this time,” she said.

    Giles took a sip from his wineglass, and turned to address Owen. “So, Owen, do you think you’ll follow in your father’s footsteps?”

    “What do you mean?” Owen asked.

    “With a position at court. Or an official position in a town such as Mjönes.”

    “I’m not sure yet,” Owen replied as he glanced towards his father. Connell flashed his son a smile, and Owen relaxed, again turning to address Giles. “So far, I haven’t really enjoyed the politics at court.”

    “I can certainly relate to that,” Giles replied.

    “But it must be exciting, at least sometimes,” Aengus interjected from across the table.

    “I suppose,” Owen said slowly. “But it’s not really to my liking.”

    “Well, what would you do then?” Giles asked.

    “Let’s not pressure the boy!” Connell interceded. “He’s barely sixteen! He still has some time to decide.”

    “True,” Giles agreed.

    “So back to your upcoming trip,” Beatrice said, in an attempt to steer the conversation away from Owen. “You really have no idea what it could be about?”

    Connell hesitated before answering, exchanging a subtle glance with Astra. “I might,” he admitted.

    Giles, who was about to take a sip of wine, put his glass down. “What do you mean?” he asked.

    Connell gave a heavy sigh. “I’ve been journeying to the capital for the past ten years, ever since I was appointed governor of Mjönes. And each time, King Gustav has been in the most excellent of health. Excepting the last time.”

    Beatrice exchanged an uneasy glance with Giles. “Do you mean to say he’s fallen ill?” she asked.

    “I do,” Connell replied. “I had hoped his health would have improved by now, but I fear it hasn’t. A winter summoning to court is most unusual, especially on such short notice. I wonder if he means to name a successor.”

    “What about his daughter?” Beatrice asked.

    “She’s a strong possibility, even being as young as she is,” Connell said.

    “How young is she?” Aengus asked.

    Connell smiled unexpectedly, his eyes lighting up. “She just turned seventeen over the summer, but you wouldn’t think it to know her. She’s got spirit, and has quite the presence.”

    “But do you think he’d actually name her as a successor?” Giles asked.

    Connell frowned. “There are many who say a woman should not lead, at least not without a man at her side. I don’t know the king’s stance on the matter. If he means to please the nobles, he might announce a different successor, or perhaps an engagement to his daughter. I hope he doesn’t, though.”

    “How unwell was he when you last saw him?” Giles asked.

    “Quite,” Connell replied. “I wasn’t there for its onset, but from what I gather it came on very suddenly over the summer. Everyone thought it was a passing illness, but word from the capital is that his condition has only worsened as the months have gone by, weakening him rather severely. I was in Nuvolen over the autumn, so I can only imagine what condition he’s in now.”

    “But he’s still so young!” Beatrice cried.

    Connell drummed his fingers on the tabletop, obviously hesitating.

    Giles narrowed his eyes, making Fjörna stare. She wasn’t used to seeing an expression like that on her father’s face. “What is it?” he asked.

    “It’s not widely spoken of, but there are some who suspect that the king’s illness might not be entirely natural,” Connell said.

    Alarmed, Beatrice raised a hand to her mouth. “What, you mean poison?”

    Connell held his hands up in an attempt to allay her fears. “No, I’m not saying that. It’s just—” He paused, collecting his thoughts. “The court physician hasn’t been able to cure him. But more than that, I’ve heard rumors that the court physician doesn’t even know what’s wrong with him. With the shroud of mystery surrounding our good king, people are starting to look for answers, even if they may be unpleasant or unlikely.”

    Again, Connell paused, glancing nervously around the table before continuing. “On top of which, unrest has begun to develop among the nobles. And I fear that it could lead to drastic changes in Staerjka should His Majesty die with things so uncertain.”

    Giles slumped back against his chair and removed his spectacles. Reaching for a napkin, he dabbed at his forehead, mopping up a slight sheen of sweat. “I can’t imagine what would happen if His Majesty didn’t name a successor,” he muttered.

    Beatrice was gazing worriedly at her plate. “We’ve had peace for so long,” she said softly.

    “And hopefully we’ll have peace for a long time yet,” Connell replied.

    He lifted his wineglass, nodding at the others to do the same. Around the table, everyone raised their glasses.

    “To peace,” he said.

    “To peace,” they repeated, before taking a sip of wine.

    As they moved to put their glasses down, Giles hesitated, his brow furrowed in deep thought. Connell had turned towards Beatrice and was about to say something, when Giles put his glass down decisively, calling attention to himself.

    “Wait a moment,” he said. “Before we move on, I’d like to ask your thoughts on something.”

    “By all means,” Connell replied. “Please, what is it?”

    “How would you feel about my accompanying you on your trip to Nuvolen?”

    “Giles!” Beatrice cried. “What do you mean? It’s the middle of winter, and as Connell just said, it’s likely going to be more than a bit dangerous at the capital.”

    “Not necessarily,” Giles countered. “Times of change often spark times of great opportunity.”

    Beatrice made as if to speak, but Giles held his hand up, silently asking her to let him continue. She nodded, giving her assent.

    “Things might be uncertain,” Giles continued. “But what better time to make my presence known, and try to make contacts for the future reign?” He turned towards Connell, shrugging his shoulders sheepishly. “To be honest, business on the farm has been slow of late, and perhaps a trip like this would be just the thing to get things moving again.”

    “There’s some truth to what you say,” Connell replied. He glanced at Beatrice, eyeing the frown on her face, before turning back to Giles. “I’ll be honest with you. I would dearly appreciate the company. But I would hate to bring any discord to your family. Perhaps you should discuss it after we leave? I likely won’t depart for a day or two, and that at the earliest.”

    Beatrice looked at Giles, and in his eyes, she saw the worry he rarely showed anyone, even her. She knew that the farm had been faltering over the last few years, but she had thought it was just a dry spell, and that things would pick up again of their own accord. But now, seeing the look on his face, and the mixture of humility and determination in his brilliant blue eyes, she sighed, deciding that if he could be brave, then so could she.

    She looked at Connell. “No, Connell. We don’t need to discuss it. If my husband thinks it’s a good idea, then I believe him.”

    Giles beamed at her from across the table, before turning towards Connell, his eyes alight with excitement. “Well, it’s decided then,” he said.

    Connell’s face relaxed into a smile. “I accept. Traveling this time of year through the woods can be quite unnerving. Your company would be most welcome.”

    “I imagine we’ll be going by sleigh,” Giles remarked.

    “Aye,” Connell replied. “My back has been acting up, and I’d rather not sit two days in the saddle.”

    “You won’t hear any argument from me,” Giles said.

    “We shouldn’t have any trouble getting rooms at the Hawthorne Inn,” Connell mused. “It can be hard in the summer, seeing as it’s the only inn between here and the capital. There have been many a time that I’ve had to camp in the woods because they’ve been booked solid.”

    “Aye, I doubt we’ll have any difficulty with that,” Giles agreed. “And what about our accommodations in Nuvolen?”

    “I usually stay at the palace,” Connell replied. “I’m sure I could arrange for you to take a room there as well. They have many guest quarters, and as you’ll be traveling with me it shouldn’t be any trouble.”

    “How exciting!” Giles exclaimed. “I’ve always wanted to stay at the palace.”

    “Father,” Aengus interrupted. “Might I come with you?”

    Giles glanced at Beatrice, silently asking her thoughts. She firmly shook her head, and he gave a slight nod, agreeing with her. He turned to Aengus, meeting his son’s eyes.

    “No, my son. Not this time.”

    Aengus sighed and returned to his food.

    Fjörna listened to the conversation fervently, too engrossed to even consider picking up a fork. She was more than a little nervous about her father taking this trip. Though she knew he was a smart and capable man, she also knew he had a delicate constitution. She did not like the idea of him traveling through the harsh, winter elements, nor the idea of him being at the royal court during such a chaotic time. She felt protective of him, but helpless to say or do anything that might make him stay.

    Owen, who was seated just beside her, sensed her disquiet. He leaned over to whisper in her ear. “It’s going to be all right. Don’t worry.”

    His voice was scarcely more than warm breath on her cheek, and she wondered for a moment if he had spoken to her at all. She looked at him from out of the corner of her eyes, surprised to find his face still close beside her own. He smiled, reaching down to take her hand in his, and gave it a gentle squeeze. His hand was fleshy and warm, with smooth, soft skin, excepting slight calluses on his fingertips. She felt her body relax as the minutes passed, and still he held her hand.

    It was well past her normal bedtime when the dinner finally came to an end. Fjörna joined her parents and Aengus in the foyer to say farewell to their guests, noticing how her mother pulled Astra aside to speak with her in a hushed voice. By the entryway, Giles was shaking hands with first Connell, and then Owen. Aengus stood proudly by Owen’s side, as if Owen were a prize he’d won at the summer carnival. The men were oblivious to the urgent whispers being exchanged in front of the grandfather clock. Fjörna inched closer to her mother, until she could hear what they said.

    “Do you really think it’s safe?” Beatrice asked.

    “I don’t know,” Astra replied. “I think so. I certainly feel better knowing that Connell won’t be going alone.”

    By the doorway, Bain, the butler, handed the governor his cloak. Astra glanced over at her husband, watching as he fastened it around his shoulders, and swallowed hard. She met Beatrice’s gaze one final time, a meaningful look passing between them, and then crossed the foyer to join Connell by the door.

    Connell clapped a hand on Giles’ shoulder. “Well, I guess we’ll be on our way the moment we’re graced with a clear day.”

    “I’ll be ready,” Giles replied.

    Connell turned towards Beatrice, dipping into a slight bow. “Thank you again for having us.”

    Beatrice nodded, her throat too constricted to speak.

    Astra turned towards Beatrice, giving her a long, silent embrace, before stepping out into the night to join her husband and son.

    As the door closed behind them, Giles glanced at his wife, his eyes shining. “I thought that went well.”

    Beatrice forced herself to smile, though her belly writhed with worry. “Quite,” she replied.

    Giles smiled at his son, reaching out to ruffle his hair. “There will be other trips,” he said.

    “Yes, Father,” Aengus replied sullenly.

    “Perhaps we could plan something for the summer,” Giles continued. “We could invite Owen to come along.”

    “Really?” Aengus said.

    Giles grinned. “Aye. Now off to bed you two!”

    Aengus rolled his eyes, but he was smiling as he made his way up the stairs.

    Fjörna lingered on the bottommost step, her hand resting on the banister. “Father, have you seen Taavi?”

    “In fact, I have,” Giles replied. He reached out to tweak her nose, his blue eyes twinkling. “He wandered into my study around sundown. I brought him with me on a little errand I had to do with Björn. He’s with him now—but you know Björn. He probably went to bed hours ago.”

    Fjörna smiled with relief. “I’ll get him in the morning,” she said.

    The hall was dark when she reached the second-floor landing, Aengus having already disappeared into his bedchamber. Her room was unexpectedly warm, and she smiled at the sight of a fire burning in the hearth. One of the servants must have lit it while she had been at dinner, and she wondered who had been so thoughtful. Once ready for bed, she slipped beneath the covers, shivering as she made contact with the cool sheets. She soon warmed up, and snuggled deeper under the blankets, enjoying the quiet of the night. She was so tired that she thought sleep would be easy.

    But between the revelations on magic that Naima had shared with her just that morning, the new horses in the stable, and her father’s forthcoming trip to the capital, she couldn’t get her mind to settle. She curled her hand around the blanket and stared into the flames, gently sifting through her many feelings as the fire slowly burned down into a pile of embers. She was so absorbed that she didn’t notice when a sliver of moonlight fell through the curtains, lighting up a strip of floor. It was well past midnight when she fell asleep, unaware of the moon’s soft glow on her cheek.

    

  
    Chapter Six

     

    
     

    Unexpected Conflict

     

    Fjörna crept into Aengus’ room, careful to shut the door quietly behind her. She glanced out the window at the dimly lit sky, wishing she had woken even a few minutes earlier. The sun would likely rise within the hour, and after that they’d have to go to breakfast, and after that it would be too late. Crossing the room, she bent low over her brother’s bed and gently shook his shoulder, but Aengus didn’t budge; he didn’t even grunt. She pursed her lips and shook his shoulder a little harder.

    “Aengus!” she whispered. “Aengus, wake up.”

    He groaned and rolled onto his side, pushing her hand away.

    “Aengus!” she persisted. “Come on. There’s something I want to show you.”

    He lifted his head, squinting at the window, and then flopped back down onto the pillow. “It’s not even day yet,” he moaned.

    She stood up, her hands on her hips. “It’s important,” she said.

    He cracked an eye open. “What’s important?” His voice was thick with sleep, but she had his attention.

    “You’ll see. Now come on! We don’t have much time.”

    “All right. All right,” he grumbled. He sat up, rubbing at his face as he gave a wide yawn.

    She paused in the doorway, glancing back to make sure he was actually getting up. He waved his hand at her, shooing her away. Grinning, she closed the door behind her and waited. A few minutes later he shuffled into the passageway, his auburn hair a tangled mess, but his eyes bright with curiosity.

    “Where are we going?” he whispered.

    “You’ll see,” she replied.

    He followed her outside, waking fully as the early morning cold accosted his cheeks. “This better be worth it,” he muttered as he buttoned up his coat.

    The sky was tinged a soft shade of pink, and was growing lighter by the minute. The snow beneath their feet gave way slightly, their boots sinking through the top layer of frost. They followed the path that led towards the stable, and as they neared it, he felt his curiosity mount. Unlatching the gate, she slid it open and stepped inside. In the faint light, they could see the bluish-grey forms of the horses standing in their stalls. Aengus gave Fjörna a sidelong glance, his eyebrows raised.

    They walked down the length of the stable, all the way to the back where the empty stalls were located. Only, they weren’t all empty. Inside two of them stood two horses they’d never seen before: a pitch-black colt and a chestnut filly. Aengus’ eyes widened, and he looked at Fjörna, the unspoken question plain to see on his face. She nodded, grinning ecstatically.

    “I don’t believe it!” he whispered. “For us?”

    She nodded again, gazing with longing at the chestnut filly, whom she had already decided would be hers. “Father got them for us. They came just last night. He doesn’t know I know.”

    “Wow,” Aengus exhaled. His eyes were fixed on the black colt.

    She bumped playfully against his shoulder. “I thought you’d want to see,” she whispered.

    “You were right,” he said, grinning down at her.

    Outside, the sun began to rise, casting sharp rays of light through the open stable door.

    She tugged at his coat sleeve. “Come on. We better get going before Björn finds us here.”

    “Do you think he’d mind?”

    “Maybe. You know how protective he is of the horses. He would probably want to be here to introduce them to us properly.”

    “That’s a good point,” Aengus said. He didn’t move however. Instead, he stayed fixed to the ground, staring wistfully at the colt.

    “I’m sure we’ll be back before the day is through. Come on,” she whispered.

    Tearing his eyes away, he followed her outside. Once the door was closed and latched shut, they hurried towards the house. Stomping up the steps, they shook the snow free from their boots before stepping inside. The house was fully awake, with servants crisscrossing the foyer. Drawing a few curious glances, they hastened across the floor and up the stairs, only pausing for breath once they’d reached the second-floor corridor.

    Aengus paused in front of his room, pulling Fjörna into a rough embrace. She grinned and reached up to ruffle his hair.

    “See you in a bit,” he said.

    She nodded, and he closed the door. She entered her room just as the clock in the foyer chimed the breakfast hour. Changing out of her pants and shirt, she quickly donned a simple light brown dress. Tying her hair in a loose braid, she reached for a thick, purple shawl, and wrapped it around her shoulders.

    Her parents were seated at the breakfast table when she arrived, already drinking their coffee. Smiling at each in turn, she took her seat, waiting with anticipation for her brother to arrive. A moment later, Aengus appeared in the doorway, still buttoning up his vest.

    Giles set his cup down, and from the twinkle in his eyes Fjörna had a feeling she knew what was coming. She exchanged a brief glance with Aengus, trying to suppress a smile.

    Her father cleared his throat. “I have some news,” he began. “Now that you two are older, your mother and I have decided that it’s high time for you to have horses of your own.”

    By now, both Fjörna and Aengus were not bothering to hide their grins.

    “While Björn and I were in Venyaten yesterday,” Giles continued, “we visited Enolian Ranch. Only with the purpose of inquiring, mind you. But then we saw two beauties, and I made an offer on the spot. They’re both about three years old, a colt and a filly, and they have the sweetest temperaments.”

    “That’s great news, Father!” Aengus said.

    “Yes, thank you,” Fjörna added, her bronze cheeks rosy with delight.

    Giles smiled, and exchanged a satisfied glance with his wife.

    “What are their names?” Aengus asked.

    “The colt is called Shandiin,” Giles replied. “And the filly is called Kainoa.”

    Already Fjörna’s imagination was brimming with fantasies of riding the bay mare beneath a vivid blue sky, galloping down the road as a cloud of dust billowed out behind them.

    Fjörna turned to her mother, knowing this was mostly her doing. “Thank you so much,” she said.

    “Of course, my darling,” Beatrice said. She reached across the table to rest a hand against Fjörna’s cheek.

    Just then, the butler entered, interrupting their meal. He leaned down to whisper something in Giles’ ear, passing him a note from out of his white-gloved hand. Giles thanked him with a brief smile, before opening the note and scanning its contents. His jaw hardened ever so slightly, and he looked up at Beatrice.

    “It seems His Majesty’s health has worsened, and Connell wants to depart today.”

    “So soon?” Beatrice said anxiously. She glanced out the window. The snow had begun to fall again, swirling past the clear pane of glass in thick white flurries. “I wish you could wait until the sky cleared a bit more.”

    “As do I,” Giles replied. “Hopefully it will be better on the road inland.” He rose from the table and waited for her to join him by the doorway.

    “Are you packed?” she asked. She looped her arm through his as they made their way into the hall.

    He clasped his hand over hers, and leaned over to kiss her on the temple. “I packed early this morning, while you slept,” he said.

    As they moved out of earshot, Aengus turned towards Fjörna, his face lined with concern. “Do you think he’ll be safe?” he asked.

    “I’m sure he will be,” she replied with false assurance. She glanced out at the falling snow, knowing that she said the words as much for her own benefit as for his. She watched as Aengus crossed to the window, knowing that the worry in his heart matched her own.

    “I wish I could go with him,” he said without turning around. “If only just to make sure he was safe.”

    “Me too,” she replied.

    She joined him at the window, peering out towards the east. The snowfall began to intensify, further obscuring their already blurry view; try as they might, they could no longer see the bay.

    “At least it’s not very windy,” she remarked. She squinted, trying to see through the swirling white wall of snow.

    Aengus sighed and stuffed his hands in his pockets. “At least there’s that,” he agreed. He glanced over at her, a shadow of a smile playing across his lips. “It’s really true then,” he said. “About the horses. I know we saw them this morning, but I didn’t dare to truly believe it until they told us.”

    She grinned as she felt a sliver of the morning’s excitement return. “I know. It’s absolutely marvelous.”

    He looked back outside, peering in the direction of the stable. “I can’t wait to tell Owen,” he said, half under his breath.

    She bit at her lower lip as another surge of elation coursed through her. “I can’t wait to tell Streya,” she said.

    Startled, he turned to stare at her. “You’re not still spending time with her, are you?”

    She felt the hair on her arms prick up at his accusatory tone. “Of course I am,” she said gruffly. “She’s my friend.”

    He made a low guttural sound as his lips twisted in contempt. “Fjörna, she can’t be your friend.”

    “Aengus, what are you talking about? Of course she can be my friend.”

    He scowled, his eyebrows shooting together in a menacing way that she had never seen before, at least not on his face. “Some things are just not allowed,” he said. “You’re being childish to pretend otherwise.”

    “I don’t agree with you,” she replied.

    “Well, if you don’t stop, I’m going to tell Mother and Father.”

    “I’m not trying to hide it!” she snapped. “I’m not ashamed of it.”

    “Well, I am,” he hissed. His eyes narrowed in rage, and his voice grew threateningly low. “What are people going to say if they find out? This affects me too, you know.”

    “No, I don’t know. And what do you care what people say?” she asked.

    He took a half step back, staggered by her question. “You mean you don’t?”

    “No. Well, I suppose yes. But I care more about her than I care what other people think.” She jutted her jaw out at him, daring him to refute her.

    “Well, I care. And I don’t want you spending time with her.”

    “I don’t care what you want!” she said fiercely. She was so angry that her body began to tremble. She balled her hands into fists, trying to keep her voice low. “I’m going to spend time with her anyways, because it’s what I want.”

    “Well then, I’m just going to ignore you until you don’t,” he said.

    She gasped, as if she’d been doused with cold water. “Aengus, that’s cruel.”

    “I don’t know what else to do!” he yelled. He threw his hands up into the air and stomped across the room. “You won’t listen to reason. What else can I do?”

    “You can just let it be!” she cried.

    “No, I can’t. This affects the whole family.” His voice was shaking, and she realized that his fury matched her own.

    She took a step forward, extending her hand out in a show of appeasement. “Aengus, don’t do this.”

    “It’s not up to me,” he said. “It’s up to you.” He walked out of the room without looking back.

    She stood there, stunned. What had just happened? Dazed, she looked outside, watching the snowflakes fall in thick sheets of white, piling up on the ground below. Behind her, the servants began to clear the table, making an effort not to disturb her.

    She closed her eyes, thinking about Aengus. His response was so out of character from the person she knew and loved. How could he think the things he did about Streya? How could he condemn the friendship without knowing anything about it? He wouldn’t even listen. She sighed, opening her eyes. Staring out the window, she looked without really seeing, her gaze instead focused inward. It was particularly cruel because he was condemning the very thing that felt the most beautiful to her. How could she respond to such blind reproach?

    She shook her head, overcome by the eruption of feelings that filled her heart. A tear slid down her cheek as she glanced towards the open doorway, recalling the look of contempt on his face. She felt a rush of anger as she thought about Streya, and the way he had practically spat on her worth. She felt a wall begin to build inside herself, a wall through which he couldn’t reach. Never again would she allow him to lash out at something she considered precious. Never again would she give him that kind of power. Until he could accept her, and the things she loved, she would withhold from him the tender places in her heart.

     

    
     

    “What’s upsetting you today?” Naima asked. She put down the wooden spoon she had been holding and turned her full attention to Fjörna.

    They were in the kitchen, brewing a decoction of herbs. Steam rose from the cast iron pot, while an array of bark and sliced roots bubbled on the surface of the water. Fjörna wrinkled her nose as she leaned over the pot to smell them. Naima smiled at her reaction, but didn’t call attention to it.

    “It’s nothing,” Fjörna said. Her face was carefully blank as she tried to keep her feelings hidden.

    “Nothing, is it?” Naima said. She turned back to the pot and inhaled deeply, smiling with satisfaction. She glanced over at Fjörna, noting the way the girl kept her eyes averted, and how her shoulders hunched forward in a vain attempt to guard her heart. “It doesn’t seem like nothing,” she remarked.

    Fjörna looked up, reddening when she realized Naima was gazing at her with her penetrating stare. She sighed, knowing it was nearly impossible to keep anything from her sharp-eyed mentor. “It’s about Aengus,” she admitted. She reached for a dried root on the counter and began twiddling it around in her fingers.

    “What about him?” Naima asked.

    “He’s been changing. Sometimes I don’t even recognize him.”

    Naima sat back on her chair, arching a single eyebrow as her gaze penetrated even deeper. “Don’t you think that perhaps you too have been changing?” she asked.

    Startled, Fjörna looked up to meet her gaze, this time not reddening. She thought about Naima’s question, allowing herself to acknowledge the strange looks her family had been giving her, and the new feelings that danced around inside her heart at the mere thought of Streya. She cocked her head to one side, surprised by the realization. “Yes,” she said. “Yes, I suppose I have.”

    “It’s only natural that people change,” Naima said. “Look at the trees outside. Each year, they grow, reaching in different directions, sometimes in ways you’d never have suspected. Even if it’s a dry year, they still grow, at least a little bit. All things must grow, or else die. It is the same with people.”

    “But it’s almost as if he were one thing, and now something else entirely!” Fjörna argued. She tossed the root aside, scowling as she turned to stare out the window.

    “It may seem so to you,” Naima replied, “but for every change you see on the surface, underneath there is a history that foretells its coming. Often, the seeds of change are not visible to the human eye. But you must understand: anytime something seems to happen from out of nowhere, with no explicable reason, whether that something be an illness, an injury, or an action, most of the time it came about slowly; out of sight perhaps, but there none the less.”

    “I just don’t understand,” Fjörna said. “He used to be so sweet and thoughtful. I used to be able to share anything with him. And now…” She hesitated.

    “And now?” Naima prompted.

    “Sometimes he’s just so mean! He tries to make me feel bad about things that I love.”

    “You used to be close?” Naima asked.

    “I thought we still were, except now I’m not so sure,” Fjörna grumbled. She snatched up the root again and glared at it.

    “Can you think back to when you first noticed the changes?” Naima asked. She picked up the wooden spoon and turned towards the stove, stirring the pot of herbs as she waited for Fjörna to answer.

    Fjörna scrunched her mouth to one side, thinking back. “Over the summer perhaps? But then again maybe in the autumn. He made a new friend, and we started to spend less time together. But it wasn’t until I made a new friend that he really seemed to change. That was in the autumn.”

    “Did you ever ask him how he felt? About you having a new friend?”

    “No, I was too upset by what he said about her.”

    “Did you tell him you were upset?”

    “It was pretty obvious.”

    “But did you tell him why you were upset?”

    “Not really. I guess I was too shocked, and angry. And hurt. It hurt me, for him to say the things he did.”

    “Did you tell him you were hurt?”

    “No. He wouldn’t care anyways.”

    “I’m not so sure about that.”

    “Well, if he actually cared how I felt, how could he say the things he did?”

    “Sometimes we don’t fully understand the impact of the words we say, or the things we do.”

    Fjörna exhaled heavily, and met her mentor’s gaze. “I just want him to know that he was wrong to say the things he did, and that he shouldn’t treat me like that.”

    Naima shook her head. “It’s not so simple as right or wrong. When we let people know we’re hurt by something they did or said, it’s not because we need them to know they did something wrong.”

    “I don’t understand,” Fjörna said.

    Naima sighed, placing the spoon down. “Telling somebody that they have behaved badly never works. We each have a whole lifetime’s worth of experience and feelings that guide our choices; that define our path. No one does anything without reason. To tell somebody that who they are, or what they are doing, is ‘wrong’ negates their very experience of life. Fault is an extremely vague concept, because it changes with perspective. The only thing we can do if we want somebody to treat us differently is to share our feelings. How else could they possibly know how we feel, and more specifically, how their actions make us feel? How else can we relate to one another? How else can we have compassion for one another, or compassion for ourselves?”

    “But what if you want someone to behave differently? To treat you differently?” Fjörna asked.

    “Then you must do your best to explain how their actions make you feel. The action, in and of itself, is not wrong. But if someone doesn’t know how their action makes you feel, how can they adjust it, should they choose to?”

    “But what if they don’t change how they treat you?” Fjörna asked.

    “Then you have a choice.”

    “What choice?”

    “To stay in relationship with them, the way it is. Or to let it go.”

    “You mean let them go out of your life? How could I do that with someone I live with, or see every day?”

    “Not necessarily out of your life,” Naima replied. She folded her hands across her belly before continuing. “But it means that you need to let go of thinking of them the way you do; relating to them the way you do; let go of expecting the things you do from them.”

    “But they could still stay in your life?”

    “They might. And they might not. No one person’s experience is the same as the next, even between the same two people. Things change. And that’s the important thing to remember: that things change. But what stays constant is life, and choosing the way you want to live it, which is in itself an ever-evolving choice.”

    Fjörna plopped down, rubbing her eyes. Naima sat quietly across from her, watching and waiting.

    “And there’s nothing I can do to change him?” Fjörna asked.

    “There’s nothing any of us can do to change anyone,” Naima said. “When people change, it needs to come from within them, as a true expression of their growth. Otherwise, it won’t last. And sometimes, it can cause unnecessary harm.”

    “So, I need to just let him go?” Fjörna asked.

    “Yes, child.”

    “That’s what I thought.”

    Naima felt her lips twitch in surprise. “Really?” she said.

    Fjörna nodded. “This morning, when he snapped at me, I could feel something inside of me changing. Only it didn’t feel like a choice exactly; it was more like a response.”

    “Tell me more.”

    “It felt like the part of me that is precious and real, the part that is truly me, is getting surrounded by a wall of ice. It’s as if I were building an internal callus against him.”

    Naima sighed and looked down into the palms of her hands. “That’s one way it can happen,” she murmured.

    “Is there another?” Fjörna asked.

    “There are a myriad of ways, for all things,” Naima replied. She turned to gaze out the window, watching the snow silently tumble down atop the steel-grey sea.

    Fjörna watched Naima curiously, waiting for her to continue speaking. But she didn’t. Her mentor’s attention had gone inward, her thoughts sifting through the past. A full minute passed, and still Naima didn’t move. Finally, Fjörna leaned forward, her need to understand outweighing her patience. “Should I do something differently?” she asked.

    Naima swiveled her head around, her clear blue eyes boring into Fjörna, appraising something on her insides. “You can only do what you can do, little one. I think you’re doing well. Being conscious of how you feel is a big step forward.”

    Naima stood, moving towards the pot. Sniffing the steam, she smiled and turned off the flame. “We’ll let this cool,” she said. “Then we’ll bottle it up and take it to Darra. It will help with her nausea, and hopefully keep her with child.”

    Fjörna glanced outside, sighing at the thought of stepping back out into the cold.

    Amused by her sigh, Naima grinned at her. “You’ll warm up!” she declared. “In any case, a little movement will be good for your spirit.”

    “Have you always wanted to be a healer?” Fjörna asked.

    “I suppose so,” Naima replied. She sat down again and reached for her cup of tea, taking a long sip before continuing. “As I told you before, my mother was our village healer, and so I grew up knowing nothing else.”

    “Were you close with her?”

    “Very,” Naima replied. She smiled as she thought back, the lines of her face softening. “She had a big heart, and was very sociable.”

    Fjörna raised her eyebrows.

    Naima smirked, correctly assessing the expression on her face. “Aye, she was a bit more outgoing than I am, but even so, we were still quite close. She never pressured me to follow in her footsteps, but I never thought about doing anything else.”

    “Did she know you had magic?” Fjörna asked.

    The smile disappeared from Naima’s lips. She nodded, rocking back and forth with her whole body. “She did,” she finally replied.

    “Did that drive you apart?”

    “In a way yes, and in a way no. She knew about my magic, and encouraged me to develop it. She thought it was a true gift.”

    “Then how did it drive you apart?”

    Naima sighed, taking another sip of tea before answering. “There was talk in my village, about magic, and the need to drive it out. My mother, well, she worried for me. She knew I wouldn’t stop using it, the way my friend had, and so she knew I’d eventually be discovered. She encouraged me to go before anyone found out about my gift. And so I did.”

    They fell silent for a moment. Naima turned towards the window, staring out at the grey sea, her eyes stormy with memories. Fjörna watched her, imagining what it must have been like to leave everything and everyone she had ever known. Naima inhaled deeply, her spine straightening with internal resolve, and Fjörna blinked her tears away, sensing that Naima wouldn’t want them.

    “Is that when you came here?” Fjörna asked.

    Naima shook her head, turning back to the girl. “I landed first in a kingdom closer to home, but it was no better there. I was discovered, and imprisoned, along with others like me.”

    Fjörna flinched as if she’d been stung, and gaped at her, too aghast to speak.

    “They branded us,” Naima said. She lifted up her sleeve so that Fjörna could see the mark on the inside of her forearm, near the elbow crease.

    “Were—were you released?” Fjörna stammered.

    Naima shook her head, covering her arm again. “No,” she said. “But one of the guards took pity on me. He said I looked like his sister, who he’d lost the year before when she’d died in childbirth. He said that each time he saw me, it felt like she was reprimanding him for what he was doing.”

    “He let you go,” Fjörna said.

    Naima nodded. “He did, and everyone I was imprisoned with.”

    “What happened to him?”

    Naima shook her head, looking away as her eyes filled with tears. “He was caught, helping us escape. He was killed.”

    “No!” Fjörna gasped. She felt her body go cold.

    “Yes,” Naima said. “He was a good man. I thank the gods every day for the kindness he showed me, and those imprisoned with me.”

    “What happened to the others?”

    “We slowly went our separate ways.”

    “But why?” Fjörna asked. “Wouldn’t you be safer together?”

    “In a way, yes. But the more of us there were together, the more noticeable our magic became.”

    “What did you do after that?”

    “While in prison, I heard tales and rumors of a hidden kingdom on the other side of the Old Sea, a realm where magic is both plentiful and celebrated. For a few years I sought to learn more of it, and how to find it.”

    “What’s it called?”

    “Ashtiara. It’s an island shrouded by mist, and only a handful of people know how to get to it.”

    “You never found it?”

    “Sadly, no.”

    “Do you think it’s real?”

    Naima’s expression softened, her eyes crinkling around the edges. “I like to think so. Most myths have some kernel of truth to them, and Ashtiara is no different. In any case, I found my way here. I had heard that Mjönes was in need of a healer, and had also heard that Staerjka was a safer place for one, such as myself, to be. So, I came here.”

    Fjörna stared at her mentor, once again feeling the weight of the choices she had made, the people she’d left behind. “I’m so sorry,” she said.

    “It was long ago,” Naima said. “I do not regret my life here. It is not the life I expected to have when I was young. But even so, I do not regret it.”

    “Do you ever hear from your mother?”

    “We exchanged letters up until the time she passed away.”

    “Oh.”

    “It’s all right, little one,” Naima said. She reached out to grip Fjörna’s arm. “All things change. Nothing is ever fixed. The best we can do, all we can hope for, is to be present to each moment, to be present to our gratitude. Then when the time comes to say goodbye, nothing is left to regret.”

    Naima stood, checking on the pot. “I think this has cooled down enough,” she remarked. Using a strainer, she separated the decoction from the sodden herbs, and then poured the still steaming liquid into a clear jar; it was colored a muddy brown, tinged with a hint of copper. She then sealed the jar and wrapped it in a thick cloth before packing it away in her rucksack. Crossing the room, she peered out the window, her eyes narrowing as she tried to make out the curve of the bay beneath the grey sky. “I think the snow has lightened a bit. We should be able to walk there and back by nightfall.”

    There was no preparing for the cold. The moment they stepped outside, Fjörna flinched as the freezing cold air struck at her cheeks. She yanked her hat down as low as it would go, covering her ears entirely. Next, she reached for her shawl, which was draped beneath her cloak, pulling it up to cover her face so that only her eyes peeked out. Wordlessly, they strapped their snowshoes on, and with trekking poles in hand, pushed off into the snow.

    Fjörna felt the ground give way a little beneath her feet, just as it did when she walked on dry sand. To her right, the sea was dark grey with hints of green. It pounded against the base of the bluff, and she could hear the intermittent crash as the waves rolled in from out at sea. Even through her wrapping, she could smell the pungent saltiness of the air, ubiquitous this close to the water.

    They tramped through the opening in the low stone wall, down the narrow path that led into Mjönes, and clear to the other side of the town gardens. Everyone they passed was similarly bundled in heavy layers of clothes, unrecognizable unless spoken to. Still, people felt friendlier than naught, and it wasn’t an uncommon sight for strangers to nod at one another, occasionally waving their hands in a salutation, or as an invitation to proceed first.

    They reached a neighborhood that Fjörna was less familiar with. The homes were small, single-story structures, and didn’t have more than a tiny plot of open land allotted to them. They were bunched close together, and none of the homes had stables, let alone horses. The streets were likewise narrow, twisting and turning with a waywardness that reminded her of deer trails. All the markers were covered with thick layers of white snow, and she quickly felt lost. Still, Naima marched ahead, unwavering in her stride, clearly knowing where she was, and where she was going.

    They arrived at a small house at the end of a street. The windows were dark and the home appeared empty, but once Naima knocked at the door, Fjörna could see a small light grow steadily larger through the smudged glass, and she knew that someone carrying a lamp was approaching. Moments later, the door opened, revealing a short woman with ebony skin, a wide face, and soft, kind eyes. She smiled when she saw Naima, but Fjörna could tell she felt sickly. The woman ushered them inside, closing the door behind them.

    “Thank you for coming all this way,” she said as she reached out to grip Naima’s forearm.

    “It was no trouble,” Naima replied. She nodded in Fjörna’s direction. “This is my apprentice, Fjörna.”

    Fjörna had been bent over removing her snowshoes, but stood up at mention of her name.

    “It’s nice to meet you,” Darra said.

    Fjörna smiled shyly.

    “Come now,” Naima said. “Let’s get you back by the fire.”

    They walked down a dim hall, carrying the lamp with them, and soon entered what appeared to be both a dining room and a bedroom. A table and a few wooden chairs were huddled together in the center of the room, while in the corner nearest the hearth stretched a wide bed covered in brightly colored blankets. Darra lay down in the bed, pulling the blankets closely around her. Naima stoked the fire, then pulled a chair up beside the bed. Fjörna settled herself on a bench in the corner, tucked well out of the way. She watched as Naima tended to the reclining woman.

    Naima picked up Darra’s hand, cupping it gently between her own. “How are you feeling?” she asked.

    “Nauseous, and a bit weak.”

    Naima glanced around, narrowing her eyes as she peered down the darkened hallway. “Where is Faolan?” she asked.

    Darra smiled. “He found work!”

    “That’s good!” Naima remarked.

    “It is,” Darra agreed. Even from across the room Fjörna could tell that her eyes shone with pride. “It feels like he’s been looking for a long time. He was starting to get so discouraged, but just yesterday he was taken on by Elan as an apprentice. He says in a few months’ time he’ll be able to pay him as his regular assistant.”

    “Carpentry. Why that’s perfect,” Naima replied.

    “I feel so thankful,” Darra said. She rested her free hand on her belly, encircling it in large, slow circles. “If he hadn’t found work, it would have been back to the sea come spring, with no telling how soon I’d see him again.”

    “I think it’s a good omen,” Naima said. “Hopefully, it will take away some of the worry I know you’ve been feeling. And that, as you know, will be good for your pregnancy.”

    Darra nodded. “It’s true. It is a relief.”

    “May I hold your belly?”

    “Please,” Darra replied. She shifted the blankets down and lifted up her tunic, exposing her middle.

    Naima exhaled warm air on her hands before rubbing them together vigorously. Then she reached out, slowly laying them atop the rounded belly, resting her palms softly on Darra’s skin. She closed her eyes and slowed her breath, listening as the life within sensed her presence and, uncoiling, reached up to make contact. She smiled, feeling the pulse of life as the child’s energetic body touched her own. It felt weak, but stable, and eager for life. She opened her eyes, her smile still lighting her lips.

    “Your child is doing well,” she said.

    “Thank the goddess!” Darra exhaled. She glanced towards the corner with tears in her eyes, and Fjörna noticed a small altar with a rough carving of the sea goddess, flanked on either side by two stout, flickering candles.

    “I think he will come to full term, especially if you are able to rest as much as you can.”

    “He?” Darra repeated. She turned to look at Naima in wonder.

    “Aye,” Naima said. “He.”

    “How do you know it will be a boy?”

    “I just do,” Naima replied. A ghost of a frown tugged at her lips, and she looked away, sharing a fleeting glance with Fjörna.

    “Aye, well. However he comes, I’ll be thankful.”

    Naima withdrew her hands, covering Darra’s belly with the tunic, followed by the blankets. “Have you been able to stay off your feet, for the most part?” she asked.

    Darra nodded as she covered her own belly with her hands once more. “Faolan has been a wonder, doing my work as well as his around the house.”

    Naima turned to Fjörna. “Darra is six and a half months pregnant. Over the years, she’s had three miscarriages. A few days ago, she sent word to me, to inform me that she was spotting. That means, bleeding a bit. I’ve recommended that she rest as much as she can, and to eat simple, warm foods. It’s been stressful, as she had to leave her employment. But hopefully worth it.” She turned to Darra, squeezing her hand as she met her eyes.

    “I hope so,” Darra replied.

    “We brought you some soup and tea,” Naima said. She bent over to retrieve her rucksack and pulled out the jar, as well as a smaller container of soup. She patted the top of the jar with her hand. “There should be servings in here for three days. I want you to heat up a half-cup at a time, and have it after your breakfast and your dinner each day. Today you’ll have some now, and another dose after dinner.”

    “I can do that,” Darra said.

    “I’ll warm the soup for you, and some tea as well. Is there room in your larder for the jar?” Naima asked.

    “There should be.”

    Naima nodded, picking up the lamp and disappearing down the hall in search of the kitchen.

    The room was suddenly dim, with only the fire to light it. Fjörna felt anxious being left alone with Darra. Darra, however, seemed perfectly at ease. She looked over at Fjörna and smiled.

    “How do you like working with Naima?” she asked.

    “I really enjoy it,” Fjörna replied.

    “I imagine so,” Darra said. She glanced towards the empty corridor. “She seems to know so much. I always wonder how she learned all of it.”

    Fjörna grinned. “I do too,” she admitted.

    Darra looked at Fjörna and laughed. “I’m sure you’ll pick it up along the way.”

    Fjörna didn’t know how to respond, and so just sat quietly.

    “You haven’t been over in this part of town much, have you?” Darra asked.

    Fjörna shook her head.

    Darra nodded. “I’d remember someone with your coloring. My husband, Faolan, has skin like yours—brown with a hint of fire. He’s not from here, from Mjönes I mean.”

    “Where is he from?”

    “A small fishing village called Ravlian. It’s on the southern tip of Staerjka.”

    “Are you from Mjönes?” Fjörna asked.

    “Aye, born and raised,” Darra replied.

    “How did you meet your husband?”

    “Aye, well, he’s worked as a sailor for most of his life, and seen a lot of the world. That’s how he ended up here! I met him years ago, when we were still so young.” She paused, smiling back at the memory. “He says that he took one look at me and knew that he’d finally found his true home. That the world was a pretty sight, but nowhere near as pretty as me.”

    Fjörna smiled. “He sounds like a poet,” she said.

    Darra grinned. “He is,” she replied.

    Just then they heard footsteps coming down the hall, and a moment later Naima appeared, bearing a tray with a bowl of soup and a steaming cup of tea.

    “Here you are,” she said as she bent over, placing the tray on the bed beside Darra. “Eat it at your leisure, but do try to eat all of it if you can. I’d like you to keep your strength up.”

    Darra picked up the bowl of soup, and eyed it nervously. Dipping the spoon in, she raised it to her lips, grimacing as she swallowed it down. A sudden shudder coursed through her body, and she closed her eyes, trying to keep the nausea at bay. It seemed like a full minute passed before she opened her eyes again.

    “Can you stand it?” Naima asked.

    Darra nodded. “I’ll finish the bowl. It might take me the hour, but I’ll do it.”

    “Good,” Naima said. “Try to drink the tea as well. I’ll be back in a few days to check on you, and to bring more tea. Is there anything else you and Faolan need?”

    “Not right now. Thank you, Naima.”

    “It’s no trouble. Rest well.”

    Naima picked up her rucksack and turned towards the hall, nodding at Fjörna to follow.

    “It was nice to meet you,” Fjörna said. She curtsied as she passed by the foot of the bed.

    Darra smiled, her white teeth in stark contrast to the darkness of her skin. “You as well, Fjörna. Perhaps I’ll see you next time Naima comes by?”

    Fjörna nodded, smiling shyly at her before following Naima down the hall.

    Outside, the snow had stopped falling. Fjörna extended her arm out, expecting to amass a small mountain of white flurries on the palm of her glove, but none came. She looked up, inhaling the cold, clean air. Not a sound could be heard; not a soul stirred. The sky was a sea of dense grey clouds, except for a tiny crack of brilliant blue, a beautiful aberration that reached deep down into her heart and pulled out a smile. The air felt completely still, and for a moment they both stood, silently listening to the quiet.

    After a few minutes, Naima glanced down at Fjörna, indicating that it was time to go. Fjörna wrapped her shawl snuggly around her face, and followed in Naima’s wake. Their footsteps from before had been covered over by freshly fallen snow, leaving a smooth surface for their snowshoes to leave imprints in all over again. Though she still felt lost, Fjörna recognized a few of the buildings they passed by.

    They reached the edge of the town gardens, an expanse of white interrupted by a mixture of evergreen and bare-armed deciduous trees. Above, the break in the clouds continued to grow until even the sun could peek through, throwing the landscape into a dazzling spectacle of sparkles. Fjörna felt her chest swell with joy, and she glanced up at Naima, her dark eyes crinkling around the edges as she grinned. Naima smiled back at her, feeling carefree for the first time in years.

    

  
    Chapter Seven

     

    
     

    The End of Childhood

     

    Fjörna and Naima watched as the townsfolk emerged from a seeming slumber. Everywhere they looked, doors opened and people piled out onto the snow, squinting up at the bright blue sky. Fjörna felt a sudden urge to feel the sun on her skin. She reached up to remove her hat and unwrap the shawl from around her face, exposing her cheeks to the soft rays of light. She closed her eyes, opening herself to the gentle warmth of the midwinter sun.

    “Fjörna!” a voice called from behind her.

    As one, she and Naima turned around. Streya was waving from the end of the block, her dark, curly hair unbound and her eyes shining with joy. She was walking with two other girls whom Fjörna thought she recognized from town. They waited for the girls to catch up, watching as they made wide plodding footprints in the snow.

    “I thought you were in school today,” Fjörna said, when they had come abreast.

    “Aye, we were,” Streya replied. She nodded her head in greeting to Naima. Naima smiled and slightly inclined her head. “When the sun came out, our teacher said class was over. She said we should take the opportunity to enjoy it, as you never know when it will disappear again.”

    “A wise woman,” Naima remarked. She had a slight glint in her eyes as she turned towards Fjörna. “In fact, little one, I think I will take a page out of her book. I will see you tomorrow.”

    “Really?” Fjörna asked.

    “Truly,” Naima replied. “We’ve done plenty today, and I see no reason to keep you.”

    “Thank you!” Fjörna said. Her cheeks dimpled as she glanced towards Streya, pleased to share the first sunshine in weeks with her.

    Her eyes twinkling, Naima bid them farewell before turning around to continue her trek home.

    “Where’s Taavi?” Streya asked.

    “He’s spending the day with Björn. Are you heading home?”

    Streya grinned, glancing at the other two girls. “Not yet,” she said.

    “We’re going sledding,” one of the girls said. “At that big hill, on the west end of the gardens.”

    “Can I come?” Fjörna asked.

    “Of course!” Streya exclaimed.

    The four turned towards the town gardens, which were a few blocks back the way Fjörna had come. As they made their way through the park, Fjörna began to hear the sound of voices. They rounded a small ridge, and spread out before her she saw a gathering of about ten youths scattered atop the snow. Some were making a snowman under a tree, while others were discussing who amongst them should make the first run of the sled. She recognized most of them from around town, but had never really spoken to any of them before, at least not more than simple pleasantries whilst in the presence of her parents. She felt suddenly shy and out of place. As the girls began to totter down the slope, she lingered, battling an overwhelming urge to flee, to disappear silently over the ridge as if she had never come.

    Streya glanced back at her, her grin irresistibly infectious, and Fjörna bit at her lower lip as her cheeks dimpled, all thoughts of leaving vanishing without a trace. Fjörna stumbled down after her, tripping over her own snowshoes in her haste. Yelping, she thrust her arms out frantically, attempting to keep her balance. Streya grasped at her flailing hand, but instead of helping Fjörna to recover, was herself thrown off balance. Squealing, Streya was twisted off her feet as Fjörna tugged at her arm, lurched through the air and landed in a sprawling heap on top of Fjörna.

    Bursting into laughter, they tried to disentangle their limbs. As Streya pushed herself up onto her knees, she thrust her hand into a pile of snow, pulled out a clump of the soft white powder and plopped it on top of Fjörna’s head with a flourish. Fjörna gave a sharp intake of breath, her eyes wide with shock and exhilaration. With a loud squawk, she scurried onto her knees and plunged both hands into the snow, tossing a mound of it at Streya’s chest. Cackling with delight, Streya scuttled behind one of the girls she had been walking with, and from behind the cover of her skirt, threw another snowball at Fjörna. Dodging, Fjörna bent down to pick up more snow and throw it at Streya, but missing, hit her friend. The girl shrieked, and within moments, the entire gathering had joined in on the snowball fight.

    Fjörna dashed behind a tree, lodging snowballs at anyone who came near. She was laughing harder than she could ever remember laughing, her cheeks bright red with mirth. She caught sight of Streya, covered in a thick sprinkling of snow, also laughing with utter abandon. The two stopped for the barest of moments, grinning wildly at one another before returning to the skirmish.

    It was a long time before the fight settled down. Fjörna collapsed in the snow, leaning back against the tree she had been using for cover. The sun had begun to sink into the west, falling steadily towards the distant forest. Gradually, everyone began to disperse, starting their journeys home, each hoping to arrive before nightfall.

    Streya stumbled over to where Fjörna lay sprawled, her smile wide and luxurious, reminding Fjörna of a cat stretching out in the sun after a long and satisfying nap. Fjörna began to push herself up, but before she could stand, Streya had fallen beside her, resting her head on Fjörna’s shoulder.

    “That was fun,” she said.

    There was a trace of a giggle in her voice, and Fjörna grinned at the sound of it, but felt too tired to respond. Streya peeped over at her, and catching sight of her grin, snuggled closer.

    “Do you want to sleep in my room tonight?” Fjörna asked. The question had popped out before she could stop it, and she clamped her mouth shut, lest she say something else embarrassing.

    Streya’s eyes widened with astonishment. “Yes!” she exclaimed. “Would your mother mind?”

    “I’m not sure,” Fjörna replied.

    She felt suddenly shy and looked away, doing her best to keep her breathing calm. She hadn’t yet told her mother about Streya. What would her mother say? Fjörna gnawed at her lower lip, wondering if it was such a good idea after all.

    Streya was still cuddled close against Fjörna, her head resting on Fjörna’s shoulder as if she didn’t have a care in the world; as if it were a perfectly natural thing for her to be invited to spend the night. Fjörna glanced at her out of the corner of her eye, and felt a flame rise within her, quickly dwarfing any lingering doubts; her worry seemed such a small thing in comparison to the fervent beating of her heart. She relaxed back against the tree, resting her head on the trunk, and watched as the sun sank lower in the sky; she knew they should get up, but she was too happy to move.

    It wasn’t long until the cold started to settle in, seeping through their heavy winter clothes and making them shiver. They stumbled to their feet, clutching at each other and the tree for balance. Streya trudged over to the hillside where they’d dropped their trekking poles. After a minute she plodded back, her legs fatigued from walking in the snow.

    “Ready?” she asked.

    Fjörna nodded, and they pushed off into the fading light.

     

    
     

    The sky was darkening by the second, and already a handful of stars were slowly emerging in the deep blue expanse. The snow crunched beneath their snowshoes, their breath coming hard as they neared the house. Through a break in the trees, Fjörna could see the soft glow of lamplight pouring out through the windows. Even after the long trek home, she was brimming with excitement as they made their way up the porch steps. She was almost too elated to be nervous about what her mother might say. They quickly unstrapped their snowshoes, and as Fjörna glanced at Streya, bent over with her curly hair streaming down around her legs, she felt as if anything were possible. Besides which, how could her mother have anything reproachful to say about something so innately good?

    They found her mother in the sitting room, forehead furrowed in deep concentration as she embroidered a cushion. Beatrice had been working on the cushion all day, trying to distract her mind from thoughts of Giles, and whether or not he and Connell had made it to the Hawthorne Inn by nightfall.

    Beatrice looked up as Fjörna entered, startled into stillness by the strange transformation on her daughter’s face. Fjörna looked positively radiant, with her dark eyes sparkling as if she’d eaten a bowl full of stardust. It took three full breaths for Beatrice to even notice the gawky girl standing beside her, with her mane of untamed curls and wild green eyes. Beatrice couldn’t recall the girl’s name, but she recognized her immediately, having had a long conversation with Giles over whether she and her mother would need to share a room in the servants’ quarters, or if they could spare one for the child. Her shock quickly turned into alarm as she noticed the fierce affection with which Fjörna glanced at the girl. Slowly, Beatrice set the embroidery to the side, and Fjörna took it as a cue to speak.

    “Mother, this is Streya,” she began. Her heart pounded at her own boldness, but she pressed on, unable to stop. “Her mother works here in the kitchen. She’s…she’s my friend.”

    Beatrice stared at the girl, trying to figure out how this had happened. Streya, at least, had the sense to drop her gaze, but still, the girl couldn’t hide the joy that emanated from her very skin. Like Fjörna, she had the look of a triumphant sailor, returned home from a storm at sea. They looked positively victorious—but why?

    Beatrice stood up, forcing herself to treat the moment as if it were any other. As if she were speaking to a servant, and not some half-wild child who had enchanted her daughter.

    “Hello, Streya,” she said. “I don’t believe we’ve formerly met before.”

    Streya gave a slight curtsey, her eyes still downcast. “Good evening, ma’am,” she replied.

    Beatrice continued to stare at the girl, not really sure what to say. Obviously, her daughter had grown rather fond of her. And yet, obviously, the friendship had to end. She opened her mouth, intending to say as much, but then closed it when she glanced at her daughter, and saw the look of pure happiness in her dark brown eyes. She had never seen that expression on Fjörna’s face before.

    Fjörna took another half step forward. “Mother, might Streya stay the night, with me?”

    Beatrice gaped from Fjörna to Streya, again doing her best to hide her shock. Her shy, sensitive daughter had just asked if a friend might stay the night—how could she possibly say no to that?

    “Of—of course,” she stammered. “Of course she may. But you two had better get into some dry clothes. I don’t want you catching a chill.”

    Fjörna beamed at her mother, but was too thrilled to otherwise respond. Her heart had somehow made its way up into her throat, making speech impossible. Grinning from ear to ear, she reached down to grasp Streya’s hand, and pulled her into the foyer.

    Beatrice trailed after the girls, watching as they disappeared up the stairs. If only Giles had been here, she thought, he would have known what to do. But then she glanced back at the couch, smiling sadly as her gaze landed on the cushion that she had been embroidering. Giles would have been no help. With his overly kind heart, he would have been even more lost by their daughter’s unlikely attachment than she herself had been.

    Upstairs, Fjörna’s shyness returned in full force. There was something about walking down the dark hallway that brought her feelings into sharp focus. Without the light of the downstairs lamp, there was nothing to distract her from them. She had never invited Streya up to her bedchamber before; tonight would be the first time. Fjörna hesitated outside the closed door, staring at it as if it were a portal to another world. She sensed, somehow, that everything would change the moment they stepped inside. Taking a deep breath, she reached for the handle.

    The room was cold, the fireplace empty, and Fjörna quickly lit a lamp and knelt down on the stone hearth. Secretly, she was glad to busy her hands with arranging the kindling and firewood. She could sense Streya just behind her, and tried to ignore the fluttering in her chest, but try though she might, she couldn’t keep her hands from shaking.

    Streya stood just inside the doorway, silently looking from one side of the room to the other. The walls were lilac colored, with dark blue curtains framing the window. A large purple rug covered the floor, and near the window sat a desk with what appeared to be a new project atop its surface. It was the makings of another mobile, like the one of dried leaves Fjörna had given her when they had first met, only this one was composed of small pieces of driftwood and shells. Streya crossed over to the desk, reaching down to gently touch the individual pieces, marveling at the subtlety involved in its construction. She glanced towards the bed, inhaling deeply at the sight of the patchwork quilt that adorned its surface, smiling at the care with which it had been made.

    Once the fire was lit, Fjörna scrambled to her feet. She eyed Streya for a heartbeat, but when Streya turned to meet her gaze, Fjörna quickly turned away, instead bending over the trunk at the foot of her bed. She rifled through its contents until she found a pale-green shift and blue dress. She blushed as she handed them out to Streya.

    “I’m not sure if these will fit you,” she said.

    “I’m sure they’ll do fine,” Streya replied.

    Streya quickly undressed, leaving her bedraggled garments in a pile on the stone tiles near the fireplace. Fjörna hastily averted her eyes, looking anywhere but at Streya’s naked body. The blaze was strong, but had yet to warm the room, and Streya shivered as she reached for the clothes, pulling first the shift, and then the dress up and over her head. The dress was meant to be loosely form-fitting, and fall all the way down to her ankles. However, Streya was much slimmer than Fjörna, and taller, and so the dress was quite roomy, and hung midway down her calves. But she didn’t care. She smiled happily and looked up at Fjörna.

    “It’s perfect,” she said.

    Fjörna turned to face her, and felt her blush deepen. “It doesn’t fit you at all,” she moaned.

    “No, it’s just right,” Streya insisted. She reached for Fjörna’s hand and squeezed it. “I feel happy wearing your clothes! It’s as if you’re with me wherever I go.”

    Fjörna laughed at her response, and felt her embarrassment recede. Again, she looked at Streya, shaking her head at the way the dress was both short and baggy at the same time. “They really don’t fit,” she said.

    “Says who? They just fit a little differently, that’s all.”

    Fjörna smiled. “You’re being silly,” she said.

    “And what if I am?” Streya asked. She began to twirl in circles, the hem of the dress rising as if floating on the wind. “At the very least, I feel comfortable and warm.”

    “You’ll change into your own clothes for school tomorrow?”

    Streya came to a sudden stop, tottering with dizziness as the ground swayed beneath her. “I most certainly will not!” She had a wide grin on her face, and Fjörna couldn’t help but smile at her defiance.

    “You won’t feel out of place, with them fitting so awkwardly?”

    “Not one bit!” Streya declared. She snatched up a knit blanket from atop the dresser, and plopped down on the bed. “What do I care what the others think or say?”

    Fjörna didn’t know how to respond. She shook her head, both amazed and intimidated by her friend’s brazenness, and bent over the trunk to look for clothes for herself. “You’re so brave,” she said.

    “Being brave has nothing to do with it. There aren’t a lot of people whose opinion really matters to me.”

    Fjörna paused in her rummaging, and looked over. “You really don’t care if people say mean things to you?”

    Streya looked away, gazing out the window into the night. “No,” she said.

    Fjörna turned so that her back was to Streya, and quickly changed her clothes. Once dressed, she sat down on the bed beside her. “Do you really mean that?”

    Streya sighed and turned to face her. “It does bother me. But I try not to give it much thought.”

    “I still think you’re brave,” Fjörna said.

    “I guess it’s brave. I don’t know.” Streya’s mouth pinched together, and she stared down at the floor, a vertical crease between her eyebrows. She clearly had more to say, but seemed torn about sharing it.

    Fjörna knew from months of apprenticing with Naima the power of silence, and how a few minutes of sitting quietly together could help unlock the deepest emotions. After a minute or so, Streya glanced over, her gaze locking with Fjörna’s. Fjörna gave a small smile of encouragement.

    “Money has always been a little hard for us,” Streya began. “But a few years ago, back in Nuvolen, we were really poor. And cold. I remember that winter being really cold. Anyways, my mother worked for this very well-to-do family, and the children who lived there used to make fun of me. For the clothes I wore; for how skinny I was; for my hair; for the sound of my laugh. Nothing I did ever seemed good enough to them.”

    Fjörna felt her heart tighten, but didn’t interrupt.

    “One day,” Streya continued, “my mother took me to the park. There’s this beautiful river that runs through the city, and the park is this section with grassy hills and willow trees lining its banks. And in the spring, there’s always lots of ducks. Anyways, it was my birthday. We didn’t have enough coin to buy a treat, but she had taken the morning off from work, and it felt like such a treat to just sit beside her on a bench, and watch the ducks in the water. I thought that would be all. But then she said something that really surprised me.”

    “What was it?” Fjörna asked.

    “She said that she wanted to give me the gift of myself.”

    Perplexed, Fjörna tilted her head to one side.

    Streya gave a faint smile, knowing how odd it sounded. “She said, there’s nothing more precious than knowing your own worth. And that it doesn’t matter what people say about me, or how they treat me. What matters is that I really believe in who I am, and that I am valuable just for being me.”

    Streya looked down into her hands, letting her fingers entwine with one another. She didn’t know why she felt so uncomfortable sharing this memory, but she did.

    “I’ve been thinking about what she said ever since,” she continued. “It’s hard to believe the truth of what she said in the face of someone being mean to me, or calling me names. But it helps with the hurt, and it gives me something else to believe in besides the terrible things they say or do. And I hope that one day, it won’t matter to me if people treat me like that.”

    Streya grew quiet. In her lap, her hands had clenched into fists.

    Fjörna reached down, gently loosening one of Streya’s hands, and held it in her own. “I think you’re perfect,” she said.

    Streya glanced up, and seeing the sincerity in her eyes, smiled. She leaned over, bumping her shoulder against Fjörna’s. “Thanks,” she said softly.

    Just then they heard footsteps in the corridor. There was a slight knock on the door, and then it slowly creaked open. Aengus’ head appeared from around the doorframe, his eyes widening at the sight of Streya.

    “I didn’t know you had company,” he mumbled.

    He made as if to go, but Fjörna stood, extending her hand out to stop him. “Aengus, wait,” she said.

    She crossed the room and reached out to open the door wider, so that the light fell across his face. “Is there something you want?” she asked.

    He stuffed his hands in his pockets, and looked down at his feet. “I wanted to apologize, about this morning. I don’t know why I said the things I did.”

    Stunned, she stared at him. “Aengus, I—” She stopped, not knowing what to say.

    He glanced up, his gaze flitting past her to settle on Streya. He swallowed hard, nodding his head in acknowledgment, and then turned back to his sister. “You have company. I just wanted to say that.”

    He walked away, quickly disappearing down the darkened corridor.

    Fjörna had half a mind to follow after him, but stopped herself. She thought back to the morning, and the harshness with which he’d spoken to her. Was this really a sign that he was going to be different from now on? She stared down the hallway, disconcerted by the sudden change in his attitude.

    “What was that about?” Streya asked.

    Fjörna sighed, closing the door. “You remember how I told you when we met that Aengus thought we shouldn’t be friends?”

    “I do.”

    “Well, this morning he said it again. Only, he was really aggressive about it. He tried to make me feel ashamed.”

    “That didn’t go so well, did it?”

    “No,” Fjörna replied. “It didn’t. I’ve never fought with him before. Not like that.”

    “And just now, he was apologizing?”

    “I think so,” Fjörna said. She frowned, and joined Streya on the bed once more. “Why do you think people are like that?” she asked.

    “Like what?”

    “Unwilling to really look at each other. Unwilling to look with the heart.”

    Streya smiled, and reached down to take her hand. “I don’t know,” she said. “I wish I did. You’re special.”

    Fjörna’s face warmed, her cheeks dimpling with pleasure. “So are you,” she replied.

    “Me?”

    “Aye. You really see me, and I feel safe to share even my most…my most unexplored places with you.”

    Streya grinned. “Your most unexplored places?”

    Fjörna smiled. “Aye. The secret places inside myself that are new to me. I don’t feel ashamed of them around you.”

    “I’m glad you feel like that,” Streya said softly. She traced a finger back and forth along the top of Fjörna’s hand, barely brushing the surface of her skin.

    Fjörna felt a shiver course through her, and suddenly found it very hard to breathe. She looked down, watching as Streya’s finger trailed over the gentle curves of her own knuckles. She could feel a strange urgency building inside of her, both glorious and excruciating as it wound its way through her body. Hesitantly, she looked up to meet Streya’s eyes, and time seemed to slow to a halt.

    A knock sounded at the door, breaking the stillness. They both gave a jolt of surprise, but instead of letting go of her hand, Streya’s instinct was to tighten her grip. Fjörna didn’t move. She didn’t want the moment to end, even though it already had. The knock sounded a second time, and Fjörna forced herself to stand up and go to the door.

    In the hall stood the towering figure of Lila, holding a tray laden with food. Her dark, curly hair was piled up under a crimson handkerchief, and though she’d been working all day in the kitchen, she carried herself with a regal grace. She was noticeably darker than Streya, her skin reminding Fjörna of light brown clay, and had a strong, fleshy body with an ample bosom and wide hips. As she looked down at Fjörna, her thin, delicately curved lips turned up into a warm smile.

    “I’ve come to bring the two of you some dinner,” Lila announced.

    Streya jumped up, hastening across the room to take the tray. “Thanks, Mamma,” she said, as she took the tray from her hands.

    Lila watched as Streya carried it to the desk, and then turned her gaze once more to Fjörna. “Your mother isn’t feeling well, and will be dining alone tonight. She asked me to bring up your dinner.” Lila paused for just a moment, and then continued. “Honestly, I think she’s hoping that I’ll talk some sense into the two of you.”

    Fjörna’s forehead crinkled in confusion, and she glanced at Streya. But Streya was staring at the floor, unwilling to meet her gaze.

    “Why?” Fjörna asked, as she turned back to Lila. “She seemed perfectly fine when we spoke with her downstairs.”

    Lila reached out to touch Fjörna’s cheek, her own gaze softening. “You know folks are complicated. She wants you to be happy, but sometimes things get in the way.” Lila withdrew her hand, watching as Fjörna moved across the room to stand beside Streya.

    Streya was still staring fixedly at the floor, her whole body tense with apprehension.

    Lila inhaled deeply, wishing she had something different to say. “I had my misgivings the first time Streya brought you down to the kitchen. But I saw the happiness between the two of you, and I said nothing. But your mother…” Lila trailed off.

    Fjörna’s jaw tightened. “I’m not going to let this go,” she said.

    Streya’s head whipped up in surprise, and she gaped at Fjörna.

    Lila’s eyes slightly widened, as if she were taking in a fuller view of Fjörna than the one she had seen before. “You’ll fight your mother on this?” she said.

    Fjörna nodded. “This friendship matters more to me than whether or not my mother is angry, or disappointed. I told Aengus as much this morning. I can say it again.”

    Streya felt her heart quicken at Fjörna’s words. She reached down to grip Fjörna’s hand, holding it as if they were being tossed around at sea.

    Fjörna met Streya’s gaze, but she was too stunned by her own determination to smile. This was the first time she could ever recall being deeply at odds with her family. She’d never before gone against the wishes of those who loved and supported her. It was exhilarating, but also humbling, to choose her own path, and claim the love in her heart. A pounding filled her chest, and as she turned back towards Lila, she was sure the whole house could hear it.

    “Do you think my parents would dismiss you over this?” she asked.

    Lila pursed her lips, resting a hand on her hip as she considered. “I doubt it,” she said. “Your father is…gentle. I don’t think it’s in his nature to do something that drastic.”

    “But my mother?”

    Lila held her gaze a moment before responding, the question hanging in the air between them like a brass weighing scale. “Your mother loves you. Just give her time to see how much.”

    Fjörna nodded.

    Streya let go of Fjörna’s hand and crossed the room to give her mother a hug.

    Lila pressed a kiss into her daughter’s hair. There were tears in her eyes, but she quickly blinked them away. “All right, you two,” she said. “Eat up before the soup gets cold. When you’re done, you can set the tray out in the hall, and I’ll send someone by to get it later.”

    “Thanks, Mamma,” Streya said.

    Lila smiled, and closed the door.

    Streya glanced back at Fjörna, her expression somber.

    “Do you think my parents really won’t dismiss your mother?” Fjörna asked.

    Streya didn’t respond at first. She came over to stand beside her, her lips slightly parted as she gazed down at the steaming bowls of soup. “I think that…”

    “What?”

    Streya looked up. “I think my mother was saying that she loves me enough to risk it.”

    “Oh,” Fjörna said.

    She watched Streya for a moment—the proud tilt of her jaw; the raw vulnerability in her eyes. Fjörna swallowed down the lump in her throat, and then turned away, sitting down on the bed.

    Streya brought the tray over, carefully placing it on top of the quilt. She handed Fjörna a bowl of soup, and they began to eat in silence.

    Outside, the sky had grown quite dark, making the firelight all the brighter. Fjörna gazed at the flames, searching for solace, but finding none. The euphoria she had felt in the town gardens had fallen away, and in its place sat a cold dread of possibility. What would happen if Lila were dismissed? Where would they go? Would they have to leave Mjönes? Her throat tightened and she lowered her spoon, letting it settle on the bottom of the bowl.

    “What is it?” Streya asked.

    “I’m just worried,” Fjörna said.

    “There’s no sense worrying about what we can’t control,” Streya replied.

    “So you’re not thinking about what might happen?”

    “Honestly?” Streya said.

    “Aye.”

    “I’m thinking about how happy I am.”

    “Happy?”

    “Aye. I don’t think anyone has ever cared for me as much as you. I mean, besides my mother.”

    Fjörna blushed, and looked down into her soup bowl. In all the worry and fear about what might happen, she had lost sight of what had just happened: she had made a claim on her own heart. And in so doing, revealed to Streya how much she cared for her. Maybe more than cared. Fjörna started to smile as a bright flame sparked deep in her belly, licking up the inside of her chest and warming all the places that had felt icy just minutes before.

    She peeked over at Streya, and Streya was likewise smiling down into her bowl of soup. Fjörna’s smile turned into a grin. She sat up a little straighter. Streya was right. There was no sense worrying. She was just going to focus on the joy in her heart right now, and stay true to that. She had no control over what her parents might do, but she wasn’t going to let fear take up residence in her heart and stomp out all the light. Picking up her spoon, she began to eat her soup once more.

    Streya reached for a hunk of bread and tore off a piece. Once she’d swallowed it, she said, “So, where’s your father, anyways? It sounds like he’s not home.”

    Fjörna shook her head. “He isn’t. He left this morning for the capital.”

    “Oh. What’s he doing there?”

    “He went with Connell.”

    “The governor?”

    “Aye. I guess that King Gustav isn’t doing so well, and there’s talk that he may name a successor.”

    “Really?” Streya looked unnerved.

    “What is it?” Fjörna asked.

    “When we used to live in Nuvolen, sometimes folks would talk about what would happen if the king died with no heir.”

    “But he has a daughter, doesn’t he? That’s what Connell said.”

    “He does, and from what I hear she’s pretty fierce. But I don’t think Staerjka has ever had a woman monarch before.”

    “Oh,” Fjörna said. “That seems strange, doesn’t it? I mean, why not?”

    “I don’t know. It just hasn’t been done before.”

    “Well, I hope he names her his successor. What’s her name, anyways?”

    “Ichante.”

    “Have you seen her before?”

    “Only from a long ways off. I probably wouldn’t recognize her if she walked into the room.” Streya paused, eating another piece of bread before continuing. “I can see why Connell would go to the capital. But why did your father go? He doesn’t seem to be involved in that sort of thing.”

    “I’m not really sure. He didn’t go into much detail, but he said that the farm isn’t doing very well, and he thought it might help somehow.”

    “Well, if he says it’ll help, I bet you it will. He seems really smart.”

    “He is,” Fjörna replied. She ate some more of her soup, thinking. “Streya?”

    “Yes?”

    “Are you really not ashamed about what your mother does for work?”

    “Of course not,” she replied.

    “Why not?”

    “Because there’s no one right way to live. I think my mother is kind, and passionate, and brave. I wouldn’t want her to be anyone else.”

    “That’s what I thought,” Fjörna said. “I’m sorry if I upset you by asking.”

    “You didn’t,” Streya replied. She laid a hand on Fjörna’s forearm. “I’d rather you ask me anything at all, than keep your thoughts to yourself.”

    Relieved, Fjörna smiled. They finished their meal in silence, stealing looks at one another from time to time. Once done, Fjörna tended to the fire, adding another piece of wood and stoking the flames.

    Streya rose and crossed over to the desk. She picked up one of the larger seashells that had yet to be incorporated into the mobile. “Did you get these down on the beach below Brikhan’s Bluff?”

    Fjörna nodded. “Just before the first snowfall.”

    Streya held the shell up, peering at the intricate grooves that covered its surface.

    Fjörna lay down on the bed, watching as Streya turned the shell first one way, and then the other. “If you hold it up to your ear, you can hear the sea in it,” she said.

    Streya pressed the open end of the shell against the side of her head, so that it cupped her ear. She closed her eyes, listening. A moment later she smiled, her eyes still closed. “It’s true,” she murmured. “You can hear it.”

    She put the shell back down on the desk, looking at it appraisingly. Suddenly, she turned to face Fjörna. “Is that what it’s like when you hear the wind?” she asked.

    Fjörna squirmed under her gaze. “Sort of,” she replied.

    “Tell me,” Streya said. She lay down beside her, propping herself up on an elbow.

    Fjörna rolled onto her back and stared up at the ceiling, cupping her head in her hands. “It’s hard to explain,” she said.

    Streya waited.

    “When I hear the wind, it’s not exactly a sound, the way you would hear the waves in the sea. When I hear the wind, I can feel my ears prick up, as if they’ve caught a sound, but the sound isn’t in my ears. It’s already inside of me.”

    “Like a voice in your head?”

    “It’s more like the knowing of a voice in my head, even if it isn’t using words to speak. Like an idea that sprouts in my mind, but it tugs at my heart, and my body too.”

    “You can feel it then?”

    “Yes. Sometimes it feels like a soft murmur, like the leaves rustling in a breeze. And sometimes it feels more sharp and forceful, like a branch breaking from a heavy gust.”

    “And it asks something of you? That’s the part I don’t get,” Streya said. She rolled onto her back so that she was also looking up at the ceiling.

    “Yes. So far, it’s only asked me to follow it. At least, that’s what I feel like it’s asking.”

    “How do you know?”

    “Because it pulls at me. I can feel something tugging at my heart whenever I hear it. It wants me to follow.”

    “Does it feel like it means you harm?” Streya asked. Her eyebrows were cinched together, and she glanced at Fjörna out of the corner of her eye.

    “No, not at all,” Fjörna said firmly. “It feels kind.”

    “But then, why is it forceful sometimes?” Streya asked.

    “Because I haven’t listened to it, and it’s losing patience with me.” Fjörna felt her chest constrict as a small pool of shame welled up inside of her. “I’ve been scared to follow it,” she whispered. “Ever since that night in the woods, even though I know it means me no harm.”

    “Why, then, are you scared?” Streya asked.

    “Because, somehow if I follow it, it means that I’ve accepted that I can hear it.”

    “But you can hear it,” Streya said.

    “I know,” Fjörna replied. “But as long as I don’t follow it, I can pretend that I’m normal.”

    Realization dawned on Streya. She rolled onto her stomach so that she was looking at the side of Fjörna’s face. “Fjörna,” she said. “You are far from normal.”

    Smirking, Fjörna glanced over at her. “Thanks,” she said.

    “It’s a good thing!” Streya exclaimed.

    “I guess…” Fjörna trailed off, turning away as her throat clenched. The words were right there, but she didn’t know how to say them.

    “What?” Streya said.

    Fjörna swallowed, and met her gaze. “I’ve just always felt so different from everyone else, even before this happened. I’d hoped that one day I wouldn’t. But somehow, hearing the wind, feeling it call to me, it means that I’ll never have a chance to fit in.”

    “Tell you what. Next time you hear it, I’ll go with you.”

    “You will?” Fjörna asked.

    Streya nodded solemnly, her eyes more serious than Fjörna could ever recall seeing them. “I will,” she said.

    “I don’t know, Streya. I don’t know what’s out there.”

    “Well, then, it’s better that you have a friend with you, don’t you think?”

    “Maybe,” Fjörna mused.

    “When was the last time you heard it?”

    “I’m not sure. A few weeks ago?”

    “Next time you hear it, we’ll follow it. But you have to promise to tell me!”

    She gave Fjörna a sharp look, more suggestive of an eagle glaring down from high in the treetops than a human girl. Fjörna stifled a smile, endeared and intimidated by the intensity of her gaze.

    “You think I’d keep it from you?” Fjörna asked.

    “You never know,” Streya replied. She arched a single eyebrow. “I just want us to be clear.”

    “All right,” Fjörna relented, hands raised in submission. “The next time I hear it, I’ll tell you, and we’ll follow it.”

    “Good,” Streya said. “Now, that that’s settled, shall we get ready for bed?”

    Fjörna grinned, her gaze flitting from Streya’s green eyes to the adorably smug expression on her mouth.

    Streya pounced on top of her, and Fjörna shrieked, trying to buck her off. Streya grasped at her hands, pressing them into the bed until Fjörna stopped wriggling. She stared down into Fjörna’s eyes, her face radiant with victory. As Fjörna gazed up at her, she felt an unexpected urge to pull Streya closer. It billowed out from deep within her, pressing into every inch of her skin like wind filling a sail. The air itself seemed to shift, and Streya inhaled sharply. She sat up, releasing Fjörna’s hands. They stared at one another for several seconds, and then Streya rolled to the side, slipping off of Fjörna’s body. She sat on the edge of the bed, staring at the hearth.

    The fire continued to crackle merrily, throwing the room into a dancing display of light and shadows. Fjörna sat up, overwhelmed by the new sensation that filled her body. She stood up and crossed over to the dresser, pulling out a fresh nightgown.

    “Here,” she said, as she thrust the nightgown at Streya. “You can change into this. I’m going to go wash up.”

    Before Streya had a chance to take any of her clothes off, Fjörna hurried out the door.

    Streya stared after her, wondering at this new feeling that rumbled in her chest. What had just happened? One moment they’d been playing, and the next, something else altogether. She looked back into the fire, mulling it over. Glancing down at the nightgown, she smiled as she realized Fjörna must have felt it too, otherwise she wouldn’t have dashed out of the room so quickly. Sighing, she stood up and walked to the window, looking out onto the dark night. The moon had risen, and was hanging in the sky well above the distant sea. She gazed at it, feeling mystified, but knowing in her heart that she wouldn’t turn away from this adventure even if she could. It was her adventure, and she would take it, wherever it might lead.

    

  
    Chapter Eight

     

    
     

    The Princess

     

    Ichante paced back and forth in her chambers, her unruly, strawberry blond hair half tied up in a knot. Her movements were rough and restless, like a caged mountain lion aching to be set free. She wore a royal-blue tunic, a richly embroidered bodice, loose fitting black pants, and well-worn boots. Her shoulders were broad, and she had thick, sturdy legs, well-muscled from days spent riding or roaming the countryside afoot. Her sandy-brown eyes snapped with anger, and though they pierced the air with a fierce intensity, she wasn’t looking at anything in particular.

    A noise startled her out of her contemplation, and she whipped her head around, looking to see what had disturbed her. One of the servants stood in the entryway, quaking under the princess’ glare, her hands shaking as she dropped her gaze and gave a slight curtsey.

    Ichante took a deep breath, forcing herself to keep her voice calm. “What is it?” she asked.

    “It’s your father, Your Highness. King Gustav. He’s asking for you.”

    Tensing her jaw, Ichante gave a curt nod, dismissing the girl. Once she was gone, Ichante turned to look out the window, watching the flurries of snow as they fell like dust to the ground far below. The sun was sinking in the sky, and soon it would be dusk. With a deep sigh, she turned and strode out into the wide corridor.

    Her footsteps on the cold, stone floor reverberated down the length of the hall, forewarning her approach. As she reached her father’s chambers, the guards stationed on either side of his door stepped aside, silently bowing to her as she pushed the door open.

    She stopped short when she entered, shocked by the sight of a cluster of men gathered around her father’s bed. They spoke in low murmurs, the sound filling the room like the buzzing of bees. She had expected to find her father alone, or with one companion at the most. Setting her jaw, she approached the bed, nodding a general acknowledgement to the nobles.

    “Your Majesty,” one of the men said as he leaned down towards her father. “Your Majesty, your daughter has arrived.”

    She sat down on the edge of the bed, taking his weakened hand in hers. It still upset her, even after all these months, to feel how cold his hands had become. Through her entire youth, his hands had always felt robust and warm, filled with an endless vigor for life. Now, as she held his limp hand in hers, the likelihood of his death seemed ever closer.

    “Father,” she said. She leaned forward so he wouldn’t have to raise his voice.

    “My daughter,” he murmured.

    Ichante looked up, meeting the eyes of the men surrounding the bed. “Leave us,” she commanded. Her voice rang clearly throughout the room, making two of the nobles jump. They glanced at one another, but none argued. Within moments, she was alone with her father.

    Her eyes welled up with tears as she gazed down upon his worn face. “Father,” she repeated.

    “Thank you for coming, Ichante.” His voice was weak and dry, and it hurt her to hear it.

    “Of course I came, Father. I’ve been waiting all day.”

    “I wanted to tell you that I’ve requested the presence of all the nobles and town officiates.”

    She felt chilled by his words, knowing what they implied. “Father, you haven’t given up, have you?”

    “No, my daughter.” He paused, gathering the energy to continue speaking. “I haven’t given up, but it’s time for me to name you as my successor all the same.”

    “Father, there’s no need for that,” she said, though she didn’t believe her own words.

    “You know as well as I do that there is,” he replied. He closed his eyes, his body sinking even further into the bed from the weight of his admission.

    Her throat constricted.

    “It’s going to be all right, Ichante,” he said. He opened his eyes, offering her a faint smile. “You will be a great monarch.” He squeezed her hand, the effort making him wince.

    “I don’t want to rule,” she said. “Not yet. I’m not ready for you to go.”

    “Neither am I, but it seems I have no choice.”

    “You know they won’t accept me,” she declared, voicing the thought that she had long carried in silence.

    “It is my will that you rule after me,” he rasped. “They will accept that.”

    She was about to argue when he gave a great, wracking cough. It tore violently from his chest, making his whole body clench, and left him limp, his breath coming in short, shallow gasps.

    “Shhhh,” she whispered. She traced her fingers across his forehead, nudging his greying hair off his face.

    He made as if to speak, but she held her finger up to stop him. Squeezing his hand, she began to hum. It was a tune he had often sung to her when she was a small child, and recognizing it, he gave a weak smile. Gradually, he drifted into sleep, his smile lingering on his face. She stayed with him for many minutes, humming and holding his hand. When she was sure he was in a deep slumber, she gently disentangled her hand and rose, her body trembling.

    Gazing down at him, she felt her heart begin to break, but she clenched her hands into fists, defying fate. She would not let this happen! Tensing her jaw, she swirled around and marched out the door, pausing briefly to inform the guards that their king was resting and should not be disturbed.

    Ichante returned to her chambers, quickly dressing for the cold outside. After a moment’s thought, she retrieved a shawl from her dresser and wrapped it around her face so that her nose and mouth were covered. Then she reached for the brown, fur-lined cloak that she had taken to wearing whilst traveling incognito, and pulled the hood up and over her head.

    The corridor was empty, and she gave silent thanks for her luck. She stole down the hall, treading as lightly as she could. Peering around a corner, she paused, waiting for a guard to pass. Once he was gone, she turned down the next corridor, keeping a wary eye for any other guards or servants. She knew from years of experience which corridors and staircases were the least used in the evening hours, and traversed almost the entirety of her course without coming across anyone else.

    It wasn’t until she had descended the third staircase, and turned down a narrow hall that led towards the servants’ entrance, that she was forced to see if her disguise would suffice. Rounding a corner, her breath faltered at the sight of her handmaiden walking side by side with another servant girl, whispering to one another in furtive conversation. Ichante reached up to make sure her shawl was properly fixed over her face, holding her breath as her handmaiden looked directly at her, and then away. Exhaling, she smiled under the shawl, relieved at having passed by unrecognized.

    Once outside, Ichante huddled behind a hedge, waiting for what seemed like ages for the courtyard to empty. Bare-armed cherry trees were scattered throughout the yard, each branch covered in a thin layer of snow. She shifted her weight back and forth between her legs, trying to stay warm as she waited. Finally, the courtyard vacated, and she rushed across to the gate at the far end. She carried with her a ring of keys, just in case it was locked, but the gate was still wide open.

    She dashed out into a large meadow, running hard in the direction of the spruce forest that marked its perimeter. She had spent her youth playing in this field, and she knew its every undulation like the hilt of her dagger. The ground was covered in a thick layer of snow, and it crunched beneath her boots. Behind her, the palace guard was in the process of changing over for the night, and she knew that she had only a few minutes to cross the field before anyone caught sight of her.

    The forest loomed dark and foreboding, but Ichante entered it anyways, not the least bit afraid. This wasn’t the first time she had darted off into the night, though it was the first time with such a heavy heart in tow. The sky continued to darken, and with it the air began to grow even colder, but she didn’t notice.

    She ran, dodging around trees and over fallen branches. She nearly tripped over a fern covered in snow, but quickly found her footing again. Pausing, she yanked the shawl down so that her mouth was exposed, and leaned over to recover her breath. The air was sharp and cold on her cheeks, the night silent and perfectly still, and after a few minutes she felt her heartbeat begin to slow. She looked up, sensing rather than hearing a movement overhead, and noticed a barred owl flying with its wings outstretched, its brown-and-white feathers appearing black against the darkening sky. With another deep breath, she plunged onward, her eyes narrowed, for the light was swiftly disappearing.

    Soon, Ichante was running in darkness, her boots pounding on the powdery white snow with a single-minded determination. A low hanging branch slashed at her face, and she winced, but continued on. The ground began to slant down, and she shortened her strides, trying to stay upright. Once the ground evened out again, she scanned the forest, looking for the nodule on the side of a trunk she used as a marker. Seeing it, she continued on, but at a fast walk.

    It wasn’t long after, that she saw the vague outline of a single-story, wooden building, tucked behind a dense cluster of trees. She slowed her steps, glancing nervously around as she approached the cabin. From out of its single chimney, a plume of smoke emerged, and she felt relief flood her chest, knowing that he was home.

    She circled the dwelling, eyeing the front door warily. She glanced back the way she had come, knowing she could still turn around, and yet also knowing that she was out of answers. Setting her jaw, she stepped forward and raised her hand to knock. The door opened a moment later, revealing a scrawny old man dressed in several layers of clothes. He had matted white hair, and bushy eyebrows, and his eyes widened when he saw who it was. He gave a half smile, inviting her inside.

    Ducking her head, Ichante stepped through the opening, instinctively scanning the room. Inside, a fire burned in the hearth, steadily filling the cabin with heat. It looked as if he had just finished eating, for an empty bowl sat on the table. A few candles lined the walls, adding trembling light to the glow emanating from the fire. She swallowed, glancing back at him. He nodded towards a chair, and she sat down roughly.

    “What brings you here?” he asked. His voice came out thick and gritty, revealing how rarely it was used.

    “My father,” she replied. She paused, scrutinizing him with narrowed eyes. “But you knew that, didn’t you?”

    “Perhaps,” he said. He poured her a mug of water, setting it down on the table before taking a seat across from her.

    She yanked the cloak of her hood back, shaking her head so that her hair tumbled free. He nodded towards the cup of water, and she took it up in her hands, drinking it down without pausing for air. Finished, she set it on the table with a sharp clank, nodding her thanks. He inclined his head and waited for her to speak.

    “He’s dying,” she growled.

    “I know,” he said.

    “Can’t you do anything?”

    “You know I can’t, child.”

    She tore her gaze away, looking into the fire. Tears flowed down her cheeks, and he felt the stirrings of compassion as he watched her.

    “The court physician isn’t doing anything,” she spat.

    “He’s trying,” he said.

    She glared at him. “It’s not enough.”

    He sighed, dropping his gaze. “No,” he agreed. “It’s not enough.”

    Ichante drummed her fingers on the table top, building up the nerve to ask him. “I thought you could do magic,” she said. It was more an accusation than a statement, and she waited to see how he would respond, peering at him through narrowed eyes.

    Even though his body was frail, there was a power in him, and it emanated out as he looked at her. “Magic is different for every person. All I can do is see beyond—into the past, present, or future—and only when the gods will it. You know this.”

    “Why can’t you see what I must do to help him?” she growled. She slammed her fist on the table, knocking the empty mug over from the force of impact.

    “I have tried,” he retorted. “But I see nothing.”

    “Try again!”

    “You know it’s not something I can command!” he admonished. His voice was shaking, and she scowled, looking away, knowing that she had overstepped herself.

    Many minutes passed and neither spoke. The only sound was that of the crackling fire, and the occasional sizzle that heralded a spark. She closed her eyes, knowing in her bones that he had to help, because if he didn’t, there was no one else. She glanced up, her eyes laced with pain.

    “You helped me,” she whispered.

    He slumped back against his chair, his head falling forward as he stared wretchedly into his upturned hands. “When I found you, all those years ago, when you were injured in the woods, it was not chance. It’s true, my sight led me to you.” He paused, looking up to meet her gaze. “But I did not command it to show me anything. You just appeared to me. I didn’t even know who you were.”

    “But aren’t there others like you who can help? Other maegkana?” she asked.

    “Yes, but they won’t come. You know this.”

    “I still don’t understand why.”

    He looked away, feeling the weight of everything he’d seen. “It’s hard to understand what you’ve never experienced. Everyone like me is scared. Scared to show who they really are, and what they’re capable of.”

    “But why? If you could help, you would be honored.”

    He smiled, but it was a sad smile, filled with a lifetime of knowledge. “I know you think that’s true, but I have experienced something different.”

    “It would be true if I were ruling,” she muttered.

    “And when that day comes, I will welcome it. Until then, we remain hidden.”

    “Please look again,” she begged.

    Her eyes were so vulnerable, so raw. He felt undone by them. He nodded.

    “Thank the gods,” she breathed.

    “Come,” he said. “Sit by me.”

    She moved her chair around the table, sitting so that their knees almost touched.

    “Place your hand on the table,” he commanded.

    Ichante flinched at the command, unused to anyone speaking to her in such a manner. But still, she raised her hand and placed it palm up on the wooden surface. He reached out, gently laying his hand atop hers, and closed his eyes. He was silent for many minutes, and she waited, holding her breath, taking comfort in the sound of the fire crackling in the hearth. Finally, he opened his eyes and withdrew his hand.

    “What did you see?” she asked.

    “I saw nothing,” he replied.

    She looked away, angry.

    “I saw nothing,” he repeated. “But I heard something.”

    She spun her head around, her eyes wide. “What? What did you hear?”

    “A name. Naima.”

    “What does it mean? Who is that?” she asked.

    “I don’t know,” he said. “That’s all I heard.”

    Ichante rose to her feet, trembling with emotion. “What am I supposed to do with that?” she cried. She kicked the chair, and it toppled over. He didn’t react. Instead, he calmly watched as she stomped across the room and stood in front of the fire.

    “I don’t know what it means,” he said. “But perhaps it means there’s hope.”

    “What do you know, old man? You know nothing,” she hissed.

    “Perhaps,” he replied.

    In the light from the fire, her light brown eyes seemed to glow like burning amber, smoldering with anger. A spark flew from the fire, landing on the floor in front of her boot. She stomped it out, grinding it into the ground. She thought about her father, lying helpless in his bed. He had always been so strong, so wise. She didn’t know how to go on living without him. Behind her, Eshne stood up, gathering the remnants of his dinner and carrying them to the kitchen alcove. He brushed the table free of crumbs, before bending over to pick up the fallen chair. She felt a twinge of remorse as she saw him wince, and turned to watch as he put it right.

    “I’m sorry,” she said. “I should not have kicked that over, or said what I did.”

    He smiled, his eyes betraying a slight twinkle. “I never thought I’d hear you apologize,” he replied.

    She smiled, but her eyes remained heavy with grief.

    “It’s not over yet, child,” he said. He circled around the table and sat back down.

    “Is there anything I can do that I’m not already doing?” she asked.

    “Have compassion for yourself,” he said. “And listen. Listen for guidance. It can come in the strangest and most unlikely ways.”

    She nodded. “I will,” she said.

    “Does your father know you’ve come to see me?” he asked.

    “No. Nobody knows.”

    “Good.” He gave a long exhale, his whole body relaxing in obvious relief.

    “I’ve never told anyone about you,” she continued. “I wish I could though. Perhaps if I did, others like you would come forward, knowing I was a friend.”

    “It’s possible, but quite dangerous,” he replied.

    “Eshne, I wish you didn’t have to live like this,” she said. She glanced around the small cabin.

    He followed her gaze, smiling affectionately. “It suits me just fine. I do sometimes get a bit lonely, but the trees are good company.”

    She laughed, feeling her jaw slacken for the first time in days.

    His smile broadened, lighting up his wizened face. “I was missing the sound of that,” he remarked.

    “I should get back,” she said.

    He nodded, standing.

    “I don’t know when I’ll be able to visit again,” she said as she wrapped the shawl around her nose and mouth.

    “Don’t worry about me,” he replied. He came around the table and clapped a hand on her shoulder. “You just keep your ears open. Remember, you’re listening for somebody called Naima.”

    “I’ll remember,” she said. “Thank you.”

    As she stepped outside, he felt a premonition course through his body. He saw a mountain, with a great white bear standing in front of a cave. The bear turned towards him, her dark eyes rich with wisdom. And then the vision was gone. Shaking his head, he squinted, looking for Ichante, but she had already disappeared into the night. With a heavy sigh, he closed and latched the door.

    Out in the dark, Ichante moved swiftly, returning the way she had come. The snowfall had halted for the time being, which proved a great help to her visibility. She arrived at the forest’s edge quicker than she had expected. Crossing the meadow, she saw a sentry high on the wall, peering out into the darkness. He gave a yell, pointing in her direction. In another moment, the gate was yanked open, and a guard blocked her path, his sword unsheathed.

    She stepped into the torchlight, pulling her shawl down so that he could see her face.

    “Your Highness,” he said. Immediately he sheathed his sword and moved aside. He dropped into a deep bow, his eyes averted as she passed.

    The palace was eerily quiet, and she knew that it was on account of her father. She mounted the stairs two at a time, unfastening her cloak and draping it over her arm as she reached the next landing. Rounding a corner, Ichante slammed into a servant walking in the opposite direction, sending the woman toppling to the floor. The woman had been carrying a wicker basket full of clean linens, and as she fell, the basket went flying, scattering bedsheets and pillowcases everywhere.

    Ichante quickly knelt down by her side. “I’m so sorry,” she said. “Are you hurt?”

    The woman grimaced as she pushed herself up onto her hands. “I’m fine,” she grumbled. But then she looked up and froze, her eyes widening as she realized she was speaking to the princess.

    Ichante smiled, her gaze quickly going over the young woman’s handsome face. She was short and plump, with olive skin and dark hair tied back in a loose braid. She looked to be a few years older than Ichante, perhaps nineteen or twenty.

    Ichante held out a hand, but the woman merely stared at it. Ichante’s smile stretched into a grin. “It’s all right,” she said. “I don’t bite.”

    The young woman’s gaze darted back to Ichante’s face, her own cheeks darkening with a touch of rouge.

    “Are you hurt?” Ichante repeated.

    The woman dropped her gaze. “I don’t think so,” she replied.

    “All right then,” Ichante said. “Let’s get you up.”

    The woman gripped Ichante’s forearm, and with a great heave, Ichante pulled her up. Once on her feet, the woman quickly withdrew her hand, pressing it firmly against her own belly. She half expected Ichante to continue on her way, but the princess didn’t move.

    Ichante watched her curiously. There was something about the young woman that called to her, though she couldn’t say what it was. Ichante knew that the woman was waiting for her to leave, but for some inexplicable reason, Ichante was finding it impossible to continue down the hall. Instead she bent over, snatching up first one bedsheet, and then another.

    The woman’s eyebrows arched in surprise. No one with noble blood had even glanced her way since she’d arrived at the palace, but now here the princess was, amassing a small mountain of linen on her behalf. The woman shook her head, and bent over to join in the task, her arms quickly filling with rumpled bedsheets.

    When they were nearly done, they reached for the same sheet at the same time, and inadvertently touched hands. Startled, the woman pulled back. Ichante laughed, picking up the final bedsheet with a flourish.

    “Here,” she said, as she passed the woman the disheveled mound of linen, smiling as their hands touched again.

    Blushing furiously, the woman deposited the pile in the wicker basket. She kept her gaze downcast as she stood back up. “Thank you,” she murmured.

    “Look at me,” Ichante commanded.

    The woman raised her chin, quailing under the intense brown eyes of the princess.

    “You don’t need to be frightened,” Ichante said.

    The woman’s lips were pressed together, her nostrils flaring from the force of her breath, but she kept her eyes trained on the princess. “Yes, Your Highness.”

    “What’s your name?” Ichante asked.

    “Saskia,” she whispered.

    Ichante smiled warmly and gave a slight bow. “It’s nice to meet you,” she said.

    Saskia’s cheeks dimpled, a faint smile tugging at her lips.

    Ichante grinned. “I’m sure I’ll see you again,” she said.

    Saskia curtsied, and then picked up the wicker basket. Hurrying down the hall, she glanced back once before disappearing around the corner.

    The moment Saskia was out of sight, Ichante could feel the weight of her anguish come crashing down once more. It was like a candle getting snuffed out, and a scowl settled on her forehead as she continued down the passage.

    Two knights were standing on either side of her father’s door, and she nodded briskly at them before stepping inside. The room was quiet, a small fire the only source of light. She quietly crossed the room and stood above his bed, watching as he slept. After a few minutes, she sat in a nearby armchair, crossing one leg over the other. She continued to watch him into the late hours of the night, noticing the subtle movements of his chest as he breathed. It was well after midnight when her eyelids began to droop closed, her body sinking into the cushions. She leaned her head back, and in another minute she’d fallen asleep.

     

    
     

    The sky outside turned a soft, luminous purple, heralding a new day, yet still Ichante slept. She was huddled beneath her heavy, winter cloak, one hand flung over the edge of the armchair. The fire had gone out hours before, and the air was frigid, the windows covered with a sheen of frost.

    The door to the king’s chambers cracked open, and Saskia, the young woman she’d barreled into the night before, quietly slipped inside carrying a basket of firewood. She crossed the room, careful to keep her footsteps light so as not to disturb the king. As she passed by the bed, she gave a start of surprise, having just noticed Ichante sprawled out in a neighboring armchair. Saskia paused, staring down at the sleeping princess, her eyes roving freely over her beautiful face.

    She noted the princess’ long lashes, soft pink lips, and square jaw. Her hair was the color of golden honey with reddish undertones, as if it had been imbued with the faint blush of dawn. Just now it was completely disheveled, and as Saskia bent closer, she saw that there appeared to be a lengthy, thin cut across one cheek. She frowned, wondering how the princess had gotten it. She hadn’t noticed it the night before, but then again, she had been quite flustered. On impulse, Saskia reached out to touch Ichante’s cheek, but stopped herself at the last moment. She pulled her hand back, pressing it against her own belly instead, but continued to stare.

    The princess must have sensed that she was being watched, because she shifted in the armchair. Saskia immediately stepped away, and knelt down in front of the fireplace. She set the basket down beside her, and began to position logs on top of the grate. However, it wasn’t long before she found herself pausing to peek back at the princess.

    Saskia had heard rumors that Ichante was partial to women, and she wondered if they were true. Her lips puckered as she eyed the princess’ long, elegant hand; it hung limply over the edge of the chair, and she imagined what it would feel like for that hand to caress her cheek. A ripple of excitement coursed through her, and she dropped a piece of wood. It clattered to the floor, breaking the stillness and making Saskia nearly jump out of her skin. Cursing under her breath, she turned hastily away, hunching low over the hearth.

    Ichante stirred in the armchair, slowly blinking her eyes open. It took her a moment to recall where she was, but then she saw the sleeping figure of her father, his body gently rising and falling beneath a pile of blankets, and the evening came back to her in full—her journey into the woods; Eshne, and the name he had heard; that lovely servant whom she had run into in the corridor. This last thought brought a small smile to Ichante’s lips, and she relaxed back against the armchair, her gaze alighting on the window and the snow falling just outside.

    A sound by the fireplace startled her, and she jerked her head to the left, grimacing from the pain of the sudden movement. A servant was kneeling down on her hands and knees, quietly stacking wood in the fireplace. The servant glanced back and froze. In a flash, Ichante recognized her as Saskia, the young woman whom she had knocked over the night before. They stared at each other, neither moving or speaking. As Ichante’s gaze darted over Saskia’s face, she felt something inside her skin begin to burn. Even bent down on the floor, with flyaway hair sticking out of her braid and a streak of soot on her chin, Saskia was still one of the most gorgeous women Ichante had ever seen.

    Saskia slowly turned back around, her heart pounding in her chest. She forced herself to breathe slowly, willing her trembling hands not to drop the flint and steel as she set to lighting a blaze.

    Ichante watched her for a moment longer, and then forced herself to look away. She unpeeled herself from the chair, wincing as she stretched her arms overhead. Crossing over to the window, she poured herself a glass of water from the pitcher, and peered out at the courtyard below. A number of knights and servants were moving across the grounds, already busy with morning tasks. She looked out over the wall, gazing at the woods and the mountain peaks in the far distance. The forest was vast, the sea of evergreen trees covered in a thick dusting of snow. It would have almost been magical, if not for the heaviness in her heart. Thinking back on the conversation with her father, she wondered how long it would take the town officiates and noble lords to make their way through the harsh, midwinter landscape to the palace.

    The fire began to crackle, and Ichante turned around. She watched as Saskia stood up and brushed the front of her dress free of debris. Saskia met her gaze, and blushed. Ichante grinned, all thoughts of her father and the question of succession pushed to the back of her mind. There was something about Saskia, with her luscious, earthy body and earnest, blushing face, that simultaneously calmed and enlivened Ichante’s heart. The only other time she felt that way was while riding her steed under the early morning sky, when the world was still fresh and untouched.

    Saskia gave a slight curtsy, and made as if to bustle out, but Ichante held a hand up, stopping her. With a slight jerk of her head, she led Saskia towards the adjacent room.

    Ichante’s eyes were dancing as they turned to face each other. “This can’t be mere coincidence,” she whispered.

    Saskia’s cheeks reddened still further, and she reached up to tuck the flyaway hair behind her own ear. Her lips pursed together, as if she carried some marvelous secret, and she looked down.

    Ichante grinned. “Come now, I really don’t bite,” she said.

    Saskia continued to stare down at the ground, unwilling to meet the princess’ bold, searching gaze. By this point, she was less concerned with Ichante, and more anxious about the feelings Ichante was bound to inspire in her. She swallowed down the lump in her throat, forcing herself to speak. “I know, Your Highness,” she said.

    “There was something I wanted to ask you,” Ichante said. Although, there was nothing she wanted to ask her; she just didn’t want the moment to end.

    Saskia looked up, finally meeting Ichante’s eyes. She knew that the princess was probably going to ask her to do a task—take the dirty linens out to be cleaned, or perhaps fluff the king’s pillows before she left. But as she met the princess’ bright, warm gaze, she couldn’t help but hope that there was something…more.

    Ichante felt her throat go dry. She hadn’t noticed the night before, but Saskia’s eyes were utterly bewitching. They were olive green around the edges, with luminous splashes of brown and gold surrounding the irises. They reminded Ichante of the deep forest, and the light of the sun as it illuminated a thousand leaves, making each come alive with inexpressible perfection. Something in her heart awakened, something tender and new, and undeniably magical.

    Ichante cleared her throat, recalling herself to the conversation. Saskia was looking at her expectantly, waiting for her to say something brilliant, or at least important. Ichante said the first thing that popped into her mind.

    “I wanted to ask you if you told anyone about last night,” she said.

    Saskia’s forehead creased together. “About last night?” she repeated.

    “Yes. About running into me, in the hall.”

    “No, Your Highness. I told no one.”

    Ichante rubbed at the back of her head, wishing she had thought of something better to say. Even so, it was good to know that Saskia wasn’t one to gossip. And honestly, she didn’t want to draw any more attention to her middle-of-the-night trek into the woods than was necessary. She didn’t want to put Eshne at risk.

    “Thank you,” she replied quietly, and oddly enough, she meant it.

    Saskia felt her heart swell at the vulnerability in Ichante’s voice. She raised her chin, this time meeting the princess’ eyes without a hint of shame. “You’re welcome,” she said.

    They gazed at each other for several seconds, neither speaking.

    As Ichante stared into Saskia’s eyes, she could feel something open inside of her—something more than just physical attraction. Her heart began to race, and for the first time in her life, she felt nervous in the presence of another woman. Swallowing hard, she stepped back. “I hope you have a nice day,” she said gruffly.

    Bewildered by the sudden shift, Saskia lowered her gaze. “Yes, Highness. Thank you. You as well.”

    Crossing the room, Saskia hesitated before opening the door. She glanced back, watching as Ichante slowly moved towards her father’s bed. The brilliant smile that the princess had bestowed upon her not moments before had disappeared, only to be replaced with a look of sheer sorrow. Saskia felt the urge to walk over and place a hand on Ichante’s back, but resisted the impulse. Instead, she quietly stepped out into the hall.

    Ichante stood at the foot of her father’s bed for quite some time, retracing the conversation with Eshne in her mind. He had been clear that no one with magical abilities would help them. And yet, she knew this couldn’t be the end.

    She wandered over to the full-length window, gazing out onto the courtyard below. The snow had stopped falling, and there was a break in the clouds. In the morning light, her tousled mound of hair seemed to glow like wheat fields at sunrise. From the bed, she heard the soft movements of her father awakening, and she turned, ready to help in any way she could.

    “Ichante,” he rasped. “Is that you?”

    “Yes, Father.” She strode across the room, taking a seat on the bed beside him, and picked up one of his hands.

    “You looked like your mother as you stood by the window.”

    She felt her throat constrict, knowing there was no higher compliment. She had only vague memories of her mother, as she had died when Ichante was a small child.

    “Water, please,” he said, commanding her attention.

    Quickly, she crossed the room to pour him a glass from the pitcher. Returning to his side, she helped him to drink.

    “That’s better,” he sighed. He rested back on the pillows, his eyes already beginning to droop.

    She pulled at her earlobe, debating whether or not to say what was on her mind. She glanced towards the window, imagining all the homes that filled the kingdom, and all the closed doors behind which magic might be hiding. She pursed her lips, narrowing her eyes as she imagined peering behind those doors, and discovering the help she desperately sought.

    Even in his weakened state, Gustav could sense that something was wrong. He cleared his throat, attempting to rouse himself. “What is it, my daughter?” he asked.

    “Father, have you thought to try magic?”

    He stilled, his eyes widening into wakefulness. He looked up at her, alarmed. “What did you say?”

    “Have you thought to try magic?” she repeated.

    “There is no such thing.” His tone was final, leaving no room for discussion.

    She felt a flash of rage surge through her, angry at his hardheadedness. What was the harm in believing? She clenched her jaw, readying herself for a disagreement. “But there is! And perhaps it could help you.”

    “Ichante, these are just imaginings. You must let them go, especially if you are to become queen.”

    She huffed, gazing down into her lap. But she couldn’t let it rest; it wasn’t in her nature. Glancing up, her mouth grew thin as she considered his worn face, wondering how much she could share with him. “Father, I’ve met someone.”

    “Who have you met?”

    “A maegka. He’s a kind man, and he can sometimes see things.”

    Her father laughed. “Sometimes? What kind of maegka can only see things sometimes?” He smiled indulgently. “Ichante, this is just you trying to find a way to help me, nothing more.”

    “But Father, what if someone could help you? Someone we don’t even know about?”

    “Don’t tire me with this foolish talk.”

    He waved his hand, effectively dismissing the conversation. She felt a twinge of pain at the sight of his hand waving away her last thread of hope.

    She bowed her head, knowing there was nothing she could do to change his mind, at least not in that moment. “Yes, Father,” she muttered.

    “There now,” he said. He reached his hand up to stroke her face. “It’s not over yet. I’m just calling the nobles together to be careful, just to make sure everything is clear.”

    “Yes, Father,” she repeated.

    “Look at me,” he commanded.

    She raised her head, giving him stare for stare.

    He smiled, pleased that there was still a spark of fire in her eyes. “That’s better,” he said. “I love you. I know you’re scared, but this isn’t the time for it. I need you to be strong. And stop this foolish talk of magic.”

    She took a deep breath in, allowing her secret defiance to fill her with strength. Her eyes grew bright with purpose, and her spine straightened with poise. Nothing could stop her in her quest, not even a direct command from her father, but he didn’t need to know that. “Yes, Father,” she said.

    “Good,” he said. He sank back into the pillows, all thoughts of magic already gone from his mind. “Now, there’s something more I wanted to discuss with you.”

    “What is it?”

    “I will be naming you my successor. That is certain.” He paused, gathering the strength to continue speaking. Taking a deep breath, he squeezed her hand, shaking it slightly. “However, I wondered how you would feel about getting engaged to your cousin?”

    “To Lorcan?”

    “Aye. What do you think?”

    Her face twitched, and she squinted at him, trying to ascertain the intention behind his question. “But why?” she asked.

    He smiled ruefully, having known she wouldn’t like the idea. “I thought it might strengthen your claim once I’m gone.” He paused, taking a deep breath. “I believe you will be an exceptional queen. But as you know, there are some who think you should have a man by your side.”

    “I won’t marry him,” she declared. Her tone was final, leaving no room for discussion.

    He closed his eyes, sensing a battle of wills and knowing he didn’t have the energy for it. “I’ve invited him to court all the same,” he said.

    She exhaled heavily, rolling her eyes in exasperation.

    “I can see you,” he said with a smile.

    She glanced at his face, noting with some amusement that his eyes were still closed. “I haven’t seen him in five years,” she argued. “Why would I become engaged to someone I barely know?”

    “People have done it for centuries, my daughter. Your mother and I did it.”

    “Yes, but you were lucky. You loved each other.”

    “True. But what’s to say you won’t find love with Lorcan?”

    She bit her tongue, knowing that this wasn’t the time to bring up the fact that she wasn’t attracted to men. “When does he arrive?” she asked.

    “I sent word for him to come immediately. He might be arriving even as we speak.”

    “What if I meet with him, and I still don’t want to marry him?”

    “We can discuss it then.”

    She nodded, knowing there wasn’t anything more she could say to dissuade him.

    He opened his eyes, pleased that she was being at least a little compliant. “Now then, if you can believe it, I have a slight appetite.”

    “That’s excellent news!” she exclaimed.

    “You see—I’m not gone yet.”

    “I’ll send for food,” she said.

    “Good,” he replied. His eyes were already drooping, and his breathing deepening before she’d even had a chance to stand up.

    Quickly, she crossed the room and stepped out into the hall. She addressed one of the guards. “His Majesty is hungry. Please send word that he would like breakfast to be brought to his chambers. And make that breakfast for two.”

    “Yes, Your Highness,” the guard replied. He gave a slight bow before marching away.

    She reentered the room, moving on silent feet to stand by the window as he slept. Soon, the nobles would arrive, and the kingdom at large would know how unwell her father was. She cringed at the thought, knowing how many people believed her to be too young, or too female, to rule. She gritted her teeth, fueled by the anger that rushed through her. She hoped beyond hope that her father would live, but if he didn’t, she would prove them wrong. She straightened her posture, squaring her shoulders as she looked out on the snow-covered forest. Her thoughts turned to the night before, and her journey through the dark. Perhaps another door would open. Perhaps a hidden truth would emerge. Perhaps she would find a way to heal her father. Perhaps.

    

  
    Chapter Nine

     

    
     

    The Blue Rose

     

    Over the next few days, King Gustav’s health improved slightly, prompting him to announce a banquet, which would be held at the end of the week, in honor of his daughter. Many of the nobles had met the princess while she was still a child, but had yet to know her in the years since she had grown. There was much speculation about the purpose of the banquet, and whether or not an engagement would be announced to her cousin, Lorcan, the Duke of Enzea.

    The countryside twinkled with a pristine white blanket, stretching as far as the eye could see. Most of the nobles and town officiates had already arrived, some by horseback and others by sleigh, filling the palace with a bustle of activity normally seen only in the height of summer. Thankfully, though a month had passed since the midwinter festival, many of the decorations had yet to be taken down, creating a cheerful ambiance with which to greet the visiting dignitaries.

    The city of Nuvolen, located a mile south of the palace, was likewise teeming with activity. Over the last number of days, whenever she’d had free time, the princess had snuck down to the metropolis where, dressed as a commoner, she had taken to visiting many different establishments. It was her hope to hear some mention of magic, and more importantly, where to find such persons who practiced it.

    One place in particular, a local tavern called The Corwin, drew her over and again, though she knew not why. It was warm and inviting, with golden-brown wood beams and an oak floor that shone with a hint of copper in the lamplight. A large painting hung above the bar, reminiscent of an old fable her nanny had told her when she was a little girl. Aside from the scattered lamps, candlelight flickered from the brass candle sconces that lined the walls, giving off a cheerful glow that illuminated the rich, dark hue of the cherry wood tables dotting the main room. An open archway separated the main room from a smaller, more secluded chamber, which was filled with a large leather couch and two matching armchairs.

    Luckily, Ichante could blend in when she made the effort, and had yet to be recognized. She carried a small purse with her, filled with a variety of coins, though nothing too large, as she didn’t want to draw attention to herself. A mixture of local city folk and travelers frequented the tavern, men and women alike, and she had found that if she sat quietly, she could hear an unexpected amount of useful information. For the most part, it was an engaging, yet respectful, crowd that congregated at The Corwin, even in the dark hours of the night. Though from time to time, she had also been exposed to less refined individuals.

    “Hey!” a burly man called from across the room. “Do you play?” He held a handful of darts up for her to see.

    Nodding, Ichante took a swig of her drink and set it down on the counter, empty.

    “I’m Fiske,” he said when he had come closer.

    “My name is Tamsin,” she replied.

    As she signaled the barkeeper to order another drink, he slowly looked her over, licking his lips at the fullness of her chest and the curve of her waist. Turning back around, she froze for the span of a breath, having realized that he had been ogling her body. A sharp burst of disgust coursed through her, but she quickly suppressed it, sensing that he could get ugly if she openly recoiled. Instead, she sauntered over to the dartboard, placing her drink down on a nearby table.

    “What do you want to bet?” she asked.

    “If you win, I’ll buy you another drink,” he said.

    She smirked at his proposal. “I see,” she said. “And if you win?”

    His lips widened into a lascivious grin, and again he looked her up and down. “How about, I buy you another drink?”

    Repulsed, she again fought the impulse to grimace. Her instincts told her that as long as she playfully rebuffed him, she could keep his advances in check; but the moment she made her distaste obvious, he would make a scene. Thus far, she hadn’t been identified, and she didn’t want to push her luck. Though she longed to slap the demeaning sneer right off his face, she flashed him an empty smile, determined to keep the focus on brokering the terms of their arrangement, rather than on his unwanted attention.

    “I don’t think so,” she said. “How about, if I win, you pay me five finstons?”

    “And if I win?” he asked.

    “I’ll pay you five finstons.”

    He considered, his eyes growing bold as he looked her up and down. “That’ll work,” he said. “Whoever wins two out of three?”

    She nodded, concurring.

    As he turned around, she rolled her eyes, taking a sip of water from her tankard. He lifted his arm to throw the dart, and she watched, only half paying attention. From out of the corner of her eye, she saw the door to the tavern open, and two men enter. They were both middle aged, but quite different in stature. One was tall and dark, with shoulder-length greying hair. He had a rough physicality that made his refined apparel seem incongruous, as if he had dressed up in somebody else’s clothing. The other was slender and fair, with curly auburn hair. When he turned, she could see that he wore circular spectacles that glinted in the firelight. They approached the bar and ordered drinks.

    She narrowed her eyes, watching them. She could almost swear that she knew the one with shoulder-length hair, though she couldn’t place his face. Tapping her finger on the side of her tankard, she tried to think back to all the dignitaries she had met over the years, convinced that he was one of them.

    “Your turn!” Fiske said.

    As she moved past him to stand in front of the target, he gave her bottom a smart tap with the palm of his hand. She glared at him, and he held his hands up, grinning. Grumbling under her breath, she turned to focus on the board. She lifted up her first dart, narrowing her eyes in concentration. With a quick, smooth motion she threw the dart, smiling unconsciously when it hit the center of the target. Behind her, Fiske gave a low moan. She raised her second dart and threw, again hitting the center of the target. On her third throw, she hit the target slightly to the left of center. Even so, she’d won the first round.

    As they switched, she heard him mutter something rude, but didn’t pay it any mind. At the bar, the two middle-aged men were deep in conversation. She felt the urge to join them, but didn’t know how to retract herself from the presence of Fiske without calling attention to herself. Instead, she waited impatiently for him to finish his turn.

    As they switched, she kept an eye out for any ungentlemanly movements, but thankfully he kept his hands to himself. He took a long sip from his tankard, obviously upset by his dismal performance. She threw all three darts in quick succession, hitting the center of the target all three times.

    “That’s two out of three!” she declared as she held her hand out to collect her winnings.

    Grumbling, he dolefully pulled the coins from out of his purse, and placed them in the palm of her hand.

    She flashed him a smile as she closed her fingers around the coins. “Pleasure playing with you,” she said.

    He tramped away, giving her a sidelong angry glance before joining a table of men on the other side of the tavern.

    Relieved, she looked towards the bar, but was dismayed when she saw that it was empty. She glanced around, looking for a sign of grey hair or glinting spectacles in the small crowds of people strewn about the tavern, but to no avail. Reaching for her tankard, she took another long sip of water, then wiped her mouth with the back of her hand before setting it on the table.

    She’d had enough of The Corwin for one day, and was ready to go home. Gathering her fur-lined cloak from a nearby chair, she draped it around her shoulders. She nodded to the bartender, a sweet-tempered, balding man whom she had grown rather acquainted with this past week. The tavern, she had learned, belonged to him and his wife. He waved back, and she turned to go.

    “Not so fast, missy,” Fiske said as he cut her off.

    She nearly ran into him, but pulled herself up short, before taking a full step back so that she was out of his reach. “What is it?” she said tersely.

    He crossed his arms in front of his chest, eyeing her impudently. “I’d like a rematch,” he declared.

    His tone was demanding, provoking the flame of her anger, but she bit back her retort. “I have to be going,” she said. She moved so as to get around him, but he threw his arm out, blocking her path.

    The barkeeper looked up with narrowed eyes, the commotion having caught his attention, while two women from a nearby table glanced in their direction.

    “Do you have somewhere special you’re heading?” he asked. “Maybe I could tempt you to stay?” He looked her up and down, leering at her body.

    “I don’t think so,” she spat. She pushed roughly past him, not caring if anyone noticed.

    “Take it easy!” he exclaimed. “A fellow can hope, can’t he?”

    She glared back at him, again longing to smack him across the face, but already they had accrued their fair share of notice. Scowling, she turned away and stepped outside.

    At the sudden burst of cold, she shivered and pulled her cloak closely around her shoulders. She kicked at the snow, feeling frustrated. Her father had recovered a little of his strength over the week, but not much, and at this point, it felt like he was just prolonging the inevitable.

    She trudged through the snow, feeling it give way slightly under her boots. As she was passing by a teashop, she chanced to look up, and her eyes caught on the stained-glass window above the door. A single, blue rose shone out in distinct contrast to the golden sunrise that surrounded it, whilst on either side rolling green hills were showcased in a myriad of tiny pieces of glass, each a slightly different shade of green. It was a magnificent work of artistry, and she paused to admire it. Above the stained-glass window hung a wooden sign with the name The Blue Rose embossed on its surface.

    Ichante had never seen the teashop before, though she must have walked past it a hundred times. Curious, she peered through the clear pane of glass to the left of the door. With a start, she recognized Saskia seated alone at a small, round table, poring over a book. Her dark brown hair fell loosely around her shoulders, and she was biting her lower lip in fierce concentration. Ichante couldn’t help but smile at the look on her face. She glanced down the snow-covered boulevard, wondering why she was in such a rush to get back to the palace. After all, Eshne had said to listen, and she could only assume that meant to each nudge from her heart.

    Saskia was so engrossed with what she was reading, that she didn’t notice the draft of cold air, nor the jingling of the bells above the door when Ichante stepped inside. Ichante paused in the entryway to glance around. The shop was bright and cheerful, with warmly painted walls and a fire burning in the hearth. A handful of tables were filled with customers, most seated alone, though there were a few couples huddled together in conversation. Ichante nodded at the proprietress, a stern woman with tightly curled grey hair, and held up a single finger to communicate that she would order a beverage in just a moment.

    Ichante pushed her hood back as she made her way through the tables. She knew it was highly inappropriate for her to be so familiar with the servants of the palace, and yet something about the dark-haired young woman incited her to recklessness. Still, she paused when she was a few feet away, glancing back towards the door. She could still change her mind… But it was just at that moment that Saskia looked up. She froze when she saw who it was, her eyes growing wide and markedly bright with excitement.

    At the look on Saskia’s face, Ichante felt her restraint vanish and stepped forward. “Hello,” she said. “I was passing by and saw you in the window.”

    Saskia’s throat had gone suddenly dry. She stared up at the princess, unable to move or think, let alone speak.

    Ichante bit back a smile. “What’s that you’re reading?” she asked, as she nodded towards the book, squinting as she tried to read the title.

    Glancing down, Saskia felt her cheeks blush bright red. Hastily, she shoved the book under a napkin. “It—it’s nothing,” she stammered.

    Her curiosity piqued, Ichante shrugged out of her cloak and laid it over the back of a chair. “May I join you?” she asked, but she took a seat before Saskia had a chance to respond.

    The table was small, their legs just inches apart, and Saskia felt her breath hitch at the sudden nearness of her. “Highness, I—”

    “Shhhh!” Ichante interrupted her sharply. “None of that here.” She glanced around the teashop, worried that someone might have overheard. Nobody was looking at them, and she exhaled with relief. Leaning forward, she spoke in a low, conspiratorial voice. “Today, I’m going by the name Tamsin. Please call me that.”

    “Yes, Your Highn—I mean, Tamsin.” Saskia dropped her gaze, fixing it on her lap.

    Ichante looked around the teashop, smiling to herself. “This place is rather pleasant. Do you come here often?”

    Saskia looked up and took a deep breath, doing her best not to quail under the princess’ gaze. “Yes. Whenever I have a free afternoon.”

    Ichante tilted her head to one side, a faint smile on her lips. “Do I make you nervous?” she asked.

    “Yes,” Saskia murmured.

    “Please, today, try to think of me as just Tamsin. Nothing more.”

    Saskia nodded, feeling her body slowly relax in the light of Ichante’s smile.

    “That’s better,” Ichante said. She lounged back in the seat, hanging her arm loosely over a neighboring chair.

    “What are you doing here?” Saskia asked. With sudden dread, she realized her error and clapped a hand over her mouth.

    Ichante grinned. “Please don’t feel bad,” she said. “I don’t mind you asking.”

    Slowly, Saskia lowered her hand.

    “I like to come into the city sometimes, that’s all,” Ichante said. But as she spoke, she felt something tighten in her belly. For some inexplicable reason, it didn’t feel right to tell a falsehood to Saskia. A shadow crossed over Ichante’s face, and she looked down in confusion.

    “It’s so bizarre to see you here,” Saskia remarked quietly. She reached for her teacup, even though it was empty, just to have something to hold.

    “Hrrrmph!” the proprietress coughed rather loudly, interrupting them.

    “Oh, yes. I forgot,” Ichante said. She stood, but hesitated before turning away. “Would you like anything else to drink?”

    Saskia blushed from the unexpected attention, her cheeks dimpling with pleasure. “No, but thank you.”

    Ichante strolled over to the counter and pulled out a handful of small coins. “May I please have a hot chocolate?” she asked.

    The woman turned away to prepare the drink. While Ichante waited, she glanced back at the table, noting the way Saskia peeked over her shoulder from time to time, and how her cheeks flushed each time she met Ichante’s eyes.

    A few minutes later, Ichante returned to the table, hot chocolate in hand.

    Saskia watched as she sat down, fighting the urge to pinch her own arm as she told herself once again that she was not dreaming.

    Ichante took a sip, her eyes lighting up with pleasure. “Would you like some?” she asked, as she held the cup out to Saskia. “This is delicious.”

    Saskia felt her mouth flit up at the edges, an involuntary smile springing to her lips. It was the first unguarded smile that she had given Ichante since they met, and it caught the princess by surprise. Ichante fumbled with the handle of the mug, accidently spilling half her drink on the table. She watched in horror as it started to spread, the steaming pool of dark liquid making a beeline for Saskia’s lap.

    “Drat!” Ichante exclaimed.

    She jumped up and reached for the nearest napkin, inadvertently exposing the book Saskia had been reading. Quickly, she mopped up the hot chocolate, dabbing at the table until it was completely dry. Satisfied, she gave a great huff of relief and sat back down.

    Saskia was smiling at her, as if she didn’t know what to make of her, and Ichante gave a laugh. Shaking her head, Ichante ran a hand through her unkempt golden mane. She was about to speak, when she caught sight of the book, sitting there innocently, just beside Saskia’s empty teacup. Leaning forward, Ichante squinted at the title, trying to read it upside down. Alarmed, Saskia slammed her hand down, covering the book so that the title was hidden. Ichante glanced up, her interest thoroughly roused. Saskia snatched up her satchel and slipped the book inside.

    “What is it?” Ichante asked.

    “It’s nothing,” Saskia replied.

    “So secretive!” Ichante remarked.

    Her eyes danced playfully, and Saskia giggled. Ichante took another sip of hot chocolate, watching the way Saskia’s countenance transformed when she laughed. Her gaze flitted from Saskia’s eyes to her mouth, and back again.

    “Why are you laughing?” Ichante asked.

    Saskia shrugged and wiped a tear from her eye. “I just…”

    “You just what?”

    “I never thought I’d see you like this. Or talk to you like this, for that matter!”

    “Talk to me like what?”

    “Like you’re just a person, and not, you know…you.”

    “Is it so bad?”

    “No,” Saskia said. Her smile was warm and full-bodied, lighting up her whole face. “No, it’s wonderful, actually.”

    Ichante took another sip, her eyes lingering on her smile.

    “What are you doing here, really?” Saskia asked.

    “At The Blue Rose?”

    “No, I mean, why are you in the city?”

    “Oh,” Ichante said. She set her cup down and looked away, wishing Saskia had asked her any other question. “It’s not something I can share.”

    “I’m sorry for prying,” Saskia said. She looked down at the tabletop, chiding herself for her impropriety. If they had been in the palace, she would never have spoken to the princess in such a familiar way.

    Startled, Ichante reached over and placed a hand atop Saskia’s. “You didn’t do anything wrong,” she murmured.

    At the touch of her hand, Saskia felt her heart begin to hammer. She looked up, meeting the warm brown eyes of the princess. Ichante felt her throat go dry. She pulled her hand away, hastily gripping the handle of her mug.

    Emboldened by Ichante’s obvious discomfort, Saskia overcame the restraint of modesty. “I’ll make you a deal,” she said.

    “A deal?” Ichante repeated.

    “Yes. I’ll show you what I was reading…if you tell me why you’re here.”

    At first, Ichante didn’t reply. She was more than a little intrigued, and sat considering for many moments, her eyes locked on Saskia’s face. Would she dare divulge her secret? She knew she shouldn’t, and yet, there was something about Saskia, something beyond enticing that compelled her to do the unthinkable.

    Saskia squirmed under her gaze, and felt a growing warmth emanating from between her legs. Her heart continued to pound, and she wondered that Ichante couldn’t hear it.

    “All right,” Ichante finally said. “You go first.”

    Reaching into her satchel, Saskia slowly withdrew the thin, hardback book. It was beat-up around the edges, and the coloring on the cover was quite faded. She extended it across the table, hesitantly laying it down.

    Ichante picked it up and opened the front cover. Astounded, she looked up. “This is a bit racy, isn’t it?” she remarked.

    Saskia nodded, her cheeks crimson red.

    Ichante returned to the book and began to flip through its pages. “It’s about women?” she asked.

    Saskia nodded, unable to speak.

    Ichante placed it down on the table, clearing her throat. “Well, then,” she said. She ran a hand through her hair, excited yet embarrassed.

    “It’s just something I picked up,” Saskia mumbled.

    Ichante grinned, eyeing Saskia in a new light. “Did you now? I like your taste.”

    Saskia felt the flush on her cheeks spread all the way down into her neck, making her skin feel on fire, but she didn’t look away. She was determined to hear Ichante’s secret. “And you?” she said.

    “Yes?” Ichante asked.

    Saskia arched an eyebrow. “Don’t play coy with me,” she said. “Why are you in the city?”

    Ichante sighed and looked away.

    “Come now,” Saskia insisted. “We had a deal.”

    “You’re right,” Ichante said. She shifted uncomfortably in her chair, wishing she hadn’t made the deal, knowing how crazy she would sound.

    Saskia waited, watching as the princess contended with herself. There was so much life in Ichante’s expressions. So much torment mingled with hope. As Saskia watched her, she felt a longing slowly build inside her body. Deliberately, she let her legs drift apart, allowing the side of her knee to rest against Ichante’s thigh.

    At the physical contact, Ichante looked up sharply, her eyes widening. She swallowed down a lump in her throat, her gaze riveted on Saskia’s face.

    “You can tell me,” Saskia said quietly. “I won’t tell anyone, whatever it is.”

    “It’s my father,” Ichante whispered.

    “What do you mean?” Saskia asked.

    Ichante glanced around to make sure no one was listening. “You know how unwell he is. You’ve seen it.”

    Saskia nodded.

    “He’s not improving. Not really. I’m trying to find help for him.”

    Baffled, Saskia glanced around. “Here? In the city?”

    “I’m trying to find someone who can do magic.”

    Stunned, Saskia forgot for a moment that their legs were touching. “But magic doesn’t exist,” she said.

    Ichante glanced around again, before leaning in quite close. “I’ve met someone who can do magic,” she whispered.

    “What? Who?”

    “I can’t say. He wants to remain in hiding.”

    “Can he help your father?”

    Ichante shook her head. “There’s all different types of magic,” she whispered. “I need to find someone else. The trouble is that most everyone who can do magic keeps it a secret.”

    “Then how are you trying to find them?”

    Ichante sighed, frustrated by her own helplessness. “The only way I know how. Listening. Perhaps somebody will let something slip about where I can find such a person.”

    “Does your father know?”

    “He thinks it’s a waste of time. He’s ordered me never to speak of it again.”

    “Oh.”

    “But he’s not getting better!” Ichante whispered, her hands tightening into fists. “I don’t know what else to do, and I can’t just sit around and do nothing.”

    Saskia was accustomed to the princess presenting herself as strong and self-assured. But now, as Ichante’s voice trembled with such fierce vulnerability, she felt something stir within her—something sweet, and delicate, and tender—and Saskia felt compelled to touch her, to reach past the invisible wall of propriety, and feel the simple truth of her skin. Tentatively, Saskia reached out to tuck a loose strand of hair behind Ichante’s ear, her fingers lingering on the back of her earlobe.

    Ichante froze, as her body thrummed with sudden energy. “Saskia,” she whispered.

    Saskia pulled back, overwhelmed by the warmth in her eyes. She looked away. “I’m sorry. I don’t know what came over me.”

    Ichante yearned to take her hand, but something held her back. She knew that she should just stand up and walk out the door, leaving the teashop before she got herself into any more trouble.

    “I’m sorry too,” she said as she reached for her cloak.

    “I may know of something,” Saskia blurted out.

    Ichante froze midmotion and slowly turned to stare at her. “What do you mean?”

    “I don’t know exactly,” Saskia replied.

    When Ichante didn’t say anything, she continued.

    “I’ve heard of a woman who makes potions. Love potions. I don’t know if it’s magic, but a lot of the girls up at the palace talk about her. Some have even gone to see her. Perhaps she’d know something of what you seek.”

    Ichante tightened her grip on the table, sensing a thread of possibility. “Do you know where she lives?” she asked.

    “I think so. At least, I know where to look.”

    “Will you take me?” Ichante asked.

    “Of course.”

    Saskia stood up, reaching for her satchel and draping it across her body.

    Ichante remained seated, staring up at her, too numb to move.

    Saskia hesitated for just a moment, biting at the edge of her lower lip, and then leaned over so that she was less than an inch from Ichante’s ear. “Come with me,” she whispered.

    Her breath was warm and soft on Ichante’s cheek, and in that moment, Ichante thought she might follow her anywhere. Ichante rose to her feet, bumping her hip on the table as she fumbled for her cloak. With her eyes fixed on Saskia, she followed her outside.

    The air was cold and harsh, especially after the warmth of the teashop. At its biting touch, Ichante paused, glancing in the direction of the palace, and for a second, she heard her father’s voice in her head. What was she doing, wandering the city streets with some servant girl, while he was desperately ill and she was on the verge of taking the throne? Did she really think this venture would actually amount to anything? But then she turned to look at Saskia, and all her reservations fell away.

    “This way,” Saskia said, as she turned down an alleyway.

    The snow was thick on the ground, making their progress slow. Ichante glanced around, nervous lest someone should recognize her, but the alley was completely empty. The backdoors of all the buildings were shut tight, keeping out the cold winter air.

    At the next intersection, Saskia veered to the left. She glanced behind her, making sure that Ichante was still following, and smiled. Ichante faltered slightly at the sight of Saskia’s face peeking out from the depths of her cloak, with her large hazel eyes and smooth olive skin. Ichante thought she looked like one of the faery folk of old, full of sweet mischief and magic, and she imagined Saskia climbing high into the branches of a tree and singing to the stars.

    Saskia paused in front of a rugged looking building. She glanced around, making sure they were quite alone before reaching for the door. Once inside, she led Ichante down a narrow hall and up a rickety flight of stairs. At the top was a dim, dirty corridor lined with a handful of doors. They walked the length of the passage, to the door at the far end of the hall. Saskia knocked three times, paused for a breath, and then knocked twice more.

    From within, they heard the scrape of a chair, followed by quick, irregular footsteps on a wooden floor. The door opened a crack, and a short, stout woman peered out at them. She had long grey hair, a wide face, and a missing front tooth.

    “Who are you? What do you want?”

    Saskia glanced at Ichante, unsure of what to say.

    Ichante stepped forward, drawing the woman’s attention. “We’ve come to speak with you,” she said, thrusting her hood back so that the woman could see her face unhindered.

    “Who are you?” the woman asked again. Her eyes narrowed at them suspiciously.

    “We come from the palace,” Ichante said. “We’ve come to ask your help.”

    The woman looked her up and down, eyeing Ichante’s worn cloak and wayward hair. “I want no trouble!” she declared.

    Ichante held her hands up, showing the woman her open palms. “We mean you no trouble. We only seek your help.”

    Hesitantly, the woman stepped back, opening the door wider. “Quick! Quick!” she said as she ushered them inside.

    The room was quite bare, but clean. Along one wall sat a small stone hearth with a mound of wood stacked alongside it. A fire burned heartily within it, casting a soft glow throughout the room. A plain shabby table took up the center of the room, with chairs situated all around. Beside the window stood a stove, with pots hanging from hooks above it, and shelves to the right lined with brown jars and tinctures. And in the far corner of the room lay a bed, piled high with blankets.

    Ichante looked slowly around, taking in the simplicity of the room, and the poverty it implied. Behind them, the woman closed the door and waited, observing them with watchful eyes.

    Ichante took a half step back, bumping into Saskia. “We should go,” she breathed.

    Saskia sidled up beside her, grazing the princess’ palm with her fingertips. Her skin was cold from having just been outside, but even so, Ichante found the touch of her hand calming.

    “Saskia, this is madness,” she whispered.

    “It might be,” Saskia agreed.

    Ichante turned to face the older woman.

    “Sit,” the woman said. She nodded towards the table and chairs.

    Ichante swallowed hard, exchanging a nervous glance with Saskia, and nodded. They sat down with their backs to the door. The woman, however, remained standing, coolly assessing them from her perch by the window.

    Ichante lifted her chin, looking the woman directly in the eyes. “What shall I call you?” she asked.

    Her voice rang with authority, and the woman raised her eyebrows.

    “Could it be?” she murmured. She stepped closer to peer into Ichante’s face, a smile slowly forming on her lips. “The princess herself, come to see me!”

    The woman tipped her head back, cackling. Ichante glanced at Saskia, wondering if she should grab her hand and flee. Before she could decide, the woman sat down across from them, positioning her chair so that her back was to the fire.

    She stared into Ichante’s eyes, the residual echo of a laugh tugging at her lips. “You may call me Myrna,” she said. “Now tell me, why are you here?”

    “I’ve heard tell that you provide love potions,” Ichante said.

    Myrna arched an eyebrow and glanced briefly at Saskia. She smirked, her gaze returning to Ichante. “It doesn’t seem like you need one,” she remarked.

    Ichante felt her cheeks burn with embarrassment, but didn’t refute her comment. “Is it true that this is something you do?”

    “It is.”

    “But how? How can you make somebody feel something that they don’t?”

    “That’s not what I do,” Myrna replied. She waved her hand in the air, shooing the premise out of the room. “The potions I provide do not create the feeling of love. If love is lacking, then they won’t work.”

    “Then what is it you provide?”

    “Hmmm,” Myrna mused. “A dash of courage, a sprinkle of folly, and a handful of hope.”

    “I don’t follow,” Ichante said.

    “Love is never the issue,” Myrna replied. “Rather, it’s the internal obstacles that get in the way. Call them inner inhibitions, such as obligation, or a sense of propriety, or a deep seeded feeling of shame. My potions simply help to dispel these barriers so that the true feeling may emerge.”

    Ichante glanced at Saskia, thinking about the multitude of impediments that arose each time she thought of touching her. “But what if these barriers have good reason for being there?” she asked.

    “I believe in love more than anything else,” Myrna declared. She rapped her knuckles on the table to emphasize her point. “That is my belief. And so, if an obstacle keeps a person from expressing their love, well, I see no reason not to do away with it.”

    “Is it magic that you do?” Ichante asked. She held her breath, waiting for the response.

    Myrna grew still, her eyes widening in disbelief. “You ask me of magic?” she whispered.

    Ichante nodded.

    “Why do you ask me of magic?”

    “I seek those who practice magic,” Ichante replied. Her hands felt sweaty, and she pressed them against her pants.

    “Why?”

    “Everyone I talk to says it doesn’t exist.”

    The old woman eyed her speculatively. “And what do you think?” she finally asked.

    “That it does.”

    Myrna continued to stare, her expression giving nothing away.

    Ichante grew anxious, sensing somehow that she was being assessed. “Can you help me?” she asked.

    Myrna continued to gaze at her, but didn’t respond.

    “Please,” Ichante whispered.

    For a brief moment, Ichante thought she would relent and tell her everything she wanted to know. But in the next instant, Myrna’s eyes hardened, her lips pressing firmly together.

    “I cannot,” she replied.

    “But you can!” Ichante cried. She slammed her fist down on the table, making Saskia jump in the chair beside her.

    “It’s not safe,” Myrna said.

    “Why? Why is it not safe?”

    “You know nothing, do you?”

    “How can I know anything if nobody will talk to me?” Ichante wailed.

    “Magic exists. You know it does, otherwise you wouldn’t be here.”

    Ichante began to speak, but Myrna held up her hand.

    “In this land, it is widely believed that magic does not exist. You might think that this is a bad thing, but in fact it allows those who practice it a little freedom. They don’t have to be quite as guarded as they would in another kingdom.”

    “I don’t understand,” Ichante said.

    “There are other places in the world, places where magic is known to exist, but the trouble is that most people fear what they do not understand, or more precisely, what they cannot control. Magic falls outside of the realm of control. In many places it is not safe for those who practice magic to do so.”

    “But they would be safe here,” Ichante argued. “Why do they hide?”

    “If they came out of hiding, then they might be hunted in this realm as well.”

    “But that wouldn’t happen!” Ichante asserted.

    “Can you guarantee that?” Myrna asked. She fixed Ichante with a stare, demanding truthfulness through the sheer force of her gaze.

    Ichante looked away. “No,” she muttered.

    Myrna sat back, nodding wisely. “No,” she repeated. “You cannot.”

    Ichante glanced up, a trace of hopefulness bleeding into her voice. “But can you do magic?” she asked.

    “I know why you’ve come,” Myrna said. Her eyes were soft and full of pity. “Even I have heard of your father’s condition. No, child. I cannot help him.”

    “But perhaps you know someone who can?” Ichante said.

    Myrna shook her head. “I do not.”

    Ichante clutched at the table until her fingers turned white, while her face grew wild with desperation. “Naima! Do you know of someone named Naima?”

    “That is not a name I know,” Myrna said. “I’m sorry, Your Highness. That’s all I can tell you.”

    Ichante tore her gaze away, turning to look out the window instead. Her eyes welled up with tears, and she felt a sob catch in her chest. She gave a deep, shuddering breath, feeling suddenly quite chilled. She began to shiver uncontrollably, and reached her arms around to hug herself, but it did no good.

    “What’s happening?” Saskia asked. Her voice was pitched high with fear, and she glanced frantically at Myrna.

    “She’s had a shock to her heart,” Myrna replied. She stood up, waddling quickly around the table. “Come, child. Come sit by the fire.”

    She helped Ichante to her feet, letting the younger woman lean on her. Ichante stumbled forward, her eyes half closed. Once they were within a few feet of the fire, Myrna helped her down so that she was seated with her legs crossed on the floor.

    She glanced towards Saskia and nodded towards the stove. “Quickly,” she said. “Bring water to boil.”

    Saskia stood, moving towards the kitchen alcove at rapid speed. In front of the fire, Ichante continued to shiver, her eyes unable to keep a steady gaze.

    “Why is she so cold?” Saskia asked.

    “She’s cold on the inside,” Myrna said. “It happens sometimes when the heart breaks. The fire inside its chambers goes out, and can’t heat the body. It will return, but she just needs a little time to recover.”

    “Why were you so harsh with her?” Saskia asked angrily.

    “I wasn’t harsh,” Myrna growled. “I was protecting myself, and my kind. She has no business looking for people who do not want to be found.”

    Saskia clenched her jaw, but refrained from responding.

    Soon, the water had come to a boil. Myrna shuffled over, adding a dash of dried herbs to a mug before pouring the steaming water inside. She glanced at Saskia, her gaze softening.

    “I know you’re worried for her, but she will be fine.”

    Saskia merely nodded, her eyes instead fixed on Ichante, who still sat trembling by the fire.

    Myrna toddled back to the hearth. “Here you are,” she said.

    Ichante hands shook as she took the cup. She held it close to her body, relishing the feeling of heat between her palms. She took a slow, tentative sip, closing her eyes as the hot liquid poured down her throat. She took another sip, sighing as her body began to warm. Soon, her shivers had ceased, and she was able to look into the fire with a steady gaze.

    Once she’d finished the tea, she stood up, wobbling slightly.

    Saskia dashed to her side, slipping her arm around her thick, sturdy waist.

    Ichante felt the sureness of Saskia’s hand pressing into her side, and a ghost of a smile touched her lips. “Thank you,” she murmured.

    Myrna shuffled back to the kitchen, rifling through a jar before returning to the hearth. She held her hand out to the princess. “Here,” she said.

    “What’s this?” Ichante asked.

    “A bit of chocolate for the road home. It will help with your heartache.”

    Ichante nodded, sensing that they had outstayed their welcome. “Thank you for speaking with me,” she said.

    “You were brave to come,” Myrna said. “But please, ask no further questions, otherwise you risk hurting a lot of people.”

    “And my father?”

    “I can’t change his fate, even if I knew what it was.”

    Ichante nodded. “Let’s go,” she said to Saskia.

     

    
     

    Later that evening, Ichante was having dinner in her chambers, alone, as her father was trying to save his strength for the upcoming banquet. All the years of her youth, with the exception of private banquets and the like, she had dined in the Great Hall along with the rest of court. But since her father’s illness had worsened, she hadn’t the heart, or the stomach, to dine in public.

    She picked at her food, fighting the despair that threatened to overwhelm her. She thought over the day, and the conversation she’d had with Myrna. It seemed that everywhere she looked only led to dead ends. And now as the banquet approached, at which her father would announce her succession to the throne, she felt more helpless than ever.

    A knock at the door startled her out of her reflections, and she grumbled with annoyance. Her heart felt so tender, so vulnerable from all the worry that she’d collected over the recent months, and particularly after the day she’d had. The thought of engaging with anyone felt like more than she could bear. Clenching her jaw, she looked towards the door.

    “Come in,” she commanded. Her voice was steady and clear, giving no indication of the torrent of feelings she was grappling with.

    The door opened to reveal her handmaiden. She was tall, yet slender, with a pale complexion and a gentle disposition. She nervously slipped inside the room, anxious lest she upset her mistress. She knew the weight of sadness that pressed on the princess’ heart, having lost her own father two years prior, and felt sensitive to her need to be alone. She gave a slight curtsey, and waited with downcast eyes for the princess to speak.

    “Claire,” Ichante said. “What is it?”

    “Your Highness,” she said as she stepped forward.

    Ichante noticed she carried a letter in her hands, and from the looks of it, it seemed to be sealed.

    “Your Highness, the Duke of Enzea has arrived at court.”

    “What’s that you hold?” Ichante asked. She nodded towards the note in her hand.

    “It’s from the duke, Your Highness. He asked that I deliver it to you, and bring your reply back to him.”

    Irritated, Ichante held her hand out. Once Claire had given it to her, she stepped back, waiting. Glancing at her, Ichante felt a twang of guilt, and let slip a small smile.

    “Claire, I’m sorry to be gruff with you. My heart just aches for my father. Please, make yourself comfortable while I tend to this.”

    Relieved, Claire moved to stand in front of the fire, holding her hands up before the flames to warm them.

    Ichante looked down at the letter, a knot forming in her stomach from the sight of her cousin’s seal. Breaking it, she opened the note and quickly scanned its message. It merely stated that Lorcan was pleased to find himself at court again, had noticed her absence during supper in the Great Hall, and wondered if she might dine with him in the morning. She swallowed, knowing the reason why her father had invited him to court. Reaching for a fresh piece of parchment, she quickly scribbled a reply, before sealing it with the royal crest.

    Ichante turned towards her handmaiden. “Claire,” she said.

    Claire scurried over, her long grey dress swishing from the briskness of her movements.

    Ichante handed her the note. “Please give this to the duke,” she said. “I have asked him to dine with me in the morning, here in my chambers. I leave it to you to make the preparations.”

    Claire bowed her head in acknowledgment. “Yes, Highness,” she replied.

    “Thank you,” Ichante said.

    Claire met her eyes, pressing her lips together in a silent show of compassion. At the look on her face, Ichante felt tears spring to her eyes.

    “He’s not gone yet, Your Highness,” Claire said.

    Ichante swallowed back her tears, wiping her eyes with the backs of her hands. “You’re right,” she rasped. She gave a great exhale and reached for a napkin to blow her nose. “How I wish I didn’t have to meet with the duke,” she grumbled.

    Claire merely nodded, knowing it wasn’t her place to comment further than she had.

    “Go now,” Ichante said. She nodded towards the door. “I’ll be fine.”

    “Yes, Highness,” Claire replied. She gave another curtsey before hurrying out into the corridor.

    Ichante glanced towards the window. The sun had already set, leaving the world blanketed in darkness. She thought of Eshne, out in the woods all alone, with nothing but the trees for companions. He had said to listen for guidance. But she hadn’t heard anything worth listening to. She looked at her plate, at her half-eaten meal. Pushing it away, she stood and walked over to the fire. Watching the flames soothed something in her heart, and she sat down on the couch, leaning forward so as to feel the warmth of the blaze on her face.

    Again, her thoughts circled back to the old man in the woods. Anger and confusion bubbled inside her as she contemplated why he was unwilling to help her more than he had. If only those who could help would step forward, her father might have a chance at living. Even after her conversation with Myrna, she didn’t understand what held them back. Her father, as far as she knew, was thought of as a benevolent king. She couldn’t comprehend why anyone would fear him, especially if they could help him.

    Sighing, she leaned back into the couch, resting her head on the cushion. She closed her eyes, trying to listen, the way Eshne had told her to. But all she could hear was the crackling of the fire, and the thumping of her own heart beating. Hours passed, and still she heard nothing.

    

  
    Chapter Ten

     

    
     

    Winter Delights

     

    The next morning, Ichante was just finishing dressing when she heard a knock at the door. She glanced towards Claire, nodding at her to answer it. As Claire hurried across the floor, Ichante strolled over to the window. Outside, the snow had let up. The sun was trying to peek out through a crack in the clouds, and she smiled at the sight. She hadn’t seen the sun in days, and it warmed her spirit to see it now. Behind her, she could hear the door opening, and she closed her eyes, gathering her strength.

    “Cousin!” Lorcan called as he stepped into the room.

    He was tall and broad, with dark shoulder-length hair tied back into a ponytail. He had a wide, square jaw, just as she did, and the same V-shaped widow’s peak on his forehead. She had forgotten that he wore spectacles, for when they had played together as children he had often lost them, or broke them in their more ambitious pursuits. Now, she thought they made him look sophisticated, as if he could speak in front of her father’s privy council with the semblance of self-assurance she always felt like she was lacking.

    “Lorcan!” she exclaimed.

    She strode across the floor and reached out to embrace him, but as she neared, he stepped back into a half bow, his hand extended in search of hers. She stopped short, sighing in feigned exasperation as he kissed it.

    He glanced up, eyeing her outfit, and grinned. “I see you still wear pants,” he remarked.

    “You know I’ve always preferred them,” she said as she hooked her arm through his.

    He nodded. “True. But I had wondered if that had changed over the years.”

    She shook her head. “No, I’m still the wild-haired ruffian you knew in your youth. You’ve just caught me on a good day. Normally my hair is an outrageous mess. Claire’s been at it all morning.”

    “Well, I think you look lovely,” he declared.

    She gave a low chuckle, pleased in spite of herself by his overt flattery. As they neared the table, she released his arm, sitting so that she had a clear view of the window. He settled himself opposite, his eyes darting around the room with keen interest.

    She watched him, amused by his curiosity. “What are you looking at?” she asked.

    “Your chambers have really changed,” he remarked. “I like them.”

    “Of course they’ve changed! I was barely twelve years old when you were last here.”

    He grinned at her and gave a slight bow as he pressed a hand over his heart. “And I but a lad of fourteen,” he replied.

    In the center of the table sat a bowl of squat persimmons. She reached for one, biting into it with a satisfied crunch.

    He nodded towards the fruit in her hand. “My dog likes those,” he said.

    She grinned at him teasingly. “Are you implying something, Cousin?” she asked.

    “No! Never!” he laughed. “I only meant, well—I don’t know what I meant.” He shrugged sheepishly, his face turning bright red.

    She took another bite, shaking her head at him. “And here I thought you were the one with manners,” she said.

    He was about to respond, when they were interrupted by a knock at the door. Ichante nodded towards Claire, who was seated quietly by the fire. Rising, she hurried across the floor and opened the door.

    Two footmen entered, each bearing a tray laden with food and drink. They silently distributed the dishes, soon covering the table with a startling amount of color, especially given the time of year. Lastly, they set down two ceramic teapots, their earthen surfaces engraved with red autumn leaves.

    “Why two teapots?” Lorcan asked.

    “One is filled with coffee, and the other with tea. I didn’t know which you’d prefer.”

    “Coffee, of course. Who prefers tea to coffee?”

    “I do, actually,” she replied.

    “Oh. You do?”

    She nodded, taking another bite of her persimmon.

    “How was your journey?” she asked.

    “Cold!” he exclaimed. He pretended to shiver, but his eyes still twinkled, while a tenacious smile tugged at his lips. “But besides that, fine. Mother sends her regards, and also asked that I extend an apology to you.”

    “An apology? Whatever for?”

    “For not coming herself.”

    “That’s insane! I would have loved to see her, but I would never encourage her to travel in winter at her age.”

    “I told her as much.”

    “How are your sisters?” she asked.

    “I haven’t seen them very much since Father died, but I do receive letters fairly frequently. Isabella seems happy in her marriage, while Latia is forever unsatisfied.”

    “Can you really blame her?” Ichante muttered as she forked a bite of food.

    “What do you mean?” he asked.

    “Well, it wasn’t a marriage of love.”

    “I suppose not,” he said. “But she never expressed any interest in love.”

    “Would it have mattered if she had?”

    “Of course!” he exclaimed.

    “Would your father really have intervened?”

    He glanced at his plate, considering her question. “I don’t know,” he finally replied. “I like to think so.”

    “What about you?” she asked. “Would you marry without love?”

    “Ichante! What kind of question is that?”

    “I mean it, Lorcan. Would you marry without love? Or if you loved another who you couldn’t be with?”

    He looked up, meeting her eyes. “I guess it would depend,” he said.

    “Depend on what?”

    “Depend on who the marriage was to.”

    “Oh,” she said. She dropped her gaze, nervous about the implications of his answer. “I see.”

    She ate a bite of food, taking the time it took to chew to sit with her thoughts. He obviously had come for her hand in marriage, that much was clear. She was fond of him. She always had been. But marriage? She glanced up at him, thinking back over the time they had spent together as children. She knew he was brave, and kind, and clever. She knew he valued her thoughts, and did his best to make her feel important. At least, he always had when they were younger. And she knew that her father considered him a good match.

    She sighed, glaring at her plate. He didn’t excite her the way she knew she wanted to be excited. The thought of being held by him felt strange, and awkward to even consider. And there was something about his smell that was so familiar, and yet she couldn’t imagine burying her nose in it.

    “What are you thinking about?” he asked, interrupting her thoughts.

    She froze mid bite, casting around for something she felt comfortable sharing.

    “My father,” she said.

    “Of course,” he replied. His countenance immediately shifted, the relentless smile finally falling from his lips.

    “Have you seen him yet?” she asked.

    He shook his head. “No. I sent a note when I arrived yesterday evening, but he hasn’t sent for me.”

    “I’m not surprised,” she replied. “He’s been a little better this week, but it’s still been hard.”

    “I’m really sorry, Ichante.” His eyes were full of sympathy, and she felt astonished by how comforted she felt in looking into them.

    “Thank you,” she murmured.

    She reached for her mug of tea, inhaling the bright sweet scent.

    “Lorcan,” she said.

    “Yes?” he asked. He looked up, his curiosity roused by her tone of voice.

    “When your father was dying, did you ever consider pursuing more alternative methods of helping him?”

    “Like what?” he asked.

    “I don’t know. Just things the physician wasn’t doing.”

    “No,” he replied. “I’ve always trusted in our physician. Even when father died, I knew that he had done everything in his power to help him.”

    “But what if someone else could have helped in a different way?”

    “I don’t think so. I think he did everything that could have been done.”

    She nodded, eating another bite of food.

    He reached across the table, cupping her hand in his. “I know you’re scared. We all are.”

    Her throat tightened, and she wiped a tear from her cheek.

    He smiled, rubbing his thumb along the side of her hand. “He’s a good man, and a good king. And an even better father. I can vouch for that.”

    “Thanks, Lorcan,” she murmured.

    He nodded, sitting back in his chair. He waited a few moments for her to collect herself before speaking again.

    “So,” he said. “What are you doing later today?”

    She cleared her throat and reached for her teacup, taking a sip before answering. “I have an archery lesson after breakfast, and music in the afternoon.”

    “But it’s so cold!” he cried. He glanced outside, his face falling at the sight of all that snow.

    She grinned, amused by his unexpected delicacy. “It’s best to practice in all conditions. You know that!”

    “I know, I know. I just thought I’d spend a little more time with you today. Only, now I’m debating whether that’s a good idea or not.”

    “You? Scared of a little snow?” she scoffed.

    He sighed, looking back at her. “For you, Ichante, I would brave the harshest winter.”

    “All right then,” she said. “Let’s eat up and get outside.”

    He lifted his mug, saluting her, before taking a long sip.

     

    
     

    The practice yard was nearly empty when they stepped out onto it. The snow was deep, with a hard, crusted surface that crunched under their boots. Her archery instructor stood waiting beneath a bare oak tree in the corner of the yard, quietly gazing up at the sky. He wore thick furs, and a downy cap over his head. He had a dense grey beard, a large hooked nose, and sharp grey eyes.

    “Emery,” she called.

    He looked over, his eyes flitting past her to settle on Lorcan.

    “This is the Duke of Enzea. He’ll be joining us today.”

    He nodded to Lorcan curtly. “Shall I get you a bow, Your Grace?” he asked.

    “Please,” Lorcan replied.

    He smiled at Emery, but the rugged man-at-arms merely grunted in response. Instead he turned towards Ichante, his roughened visage softening ever so slightly as he looked on her face.

    “You can get started while I’m gone. I’ve set up a target here,” he said as he reached for a branch. From the curve of its limb he retrieved a round target, which was attached to a long piece of rope. He pointed up along the length of the rope. “The rope is tied up yonder. If you set it swinging, it’ll make good practice for a moving target.”

    She beamed as she clapped him on the shoulder. “I like it,” she said.

    He inclined his head, before swiveling around and disappearing around a short building.

    Lorcan watched as the target drifted back and forth along its arc. “Are you a good shot?” he asked.

    She flashed him a smile. “Pretty good,” she said.

    She walked to the far side of the yard before turning around to face the target. She nocked the arrow, holding it lightly on the string. Raising and drawing the bow in one smooth motion, she glanced briefly at Lorcan and winked, before aiming at the moving target. She took a deep breath, waiting until she’d reached the top of her inhale before releasing the arrow. It hit the target, though not in the center. Reaching for another arrow, she quickly nocked it before again raising and drawing the bow. Her eyes moved in time with the target, following its progress. Releasing the arrow, she watched as it zipped through the air, landing with a solid thunk even closer to the center.

    He gave a low whistle, his eyebrows arching up in surprise. “You’re pretty good,” he remarked.

    “You have to say that,” she said.

    “No, I mean it,” he insisted. “I couldn’t do that.”

    “What do you mean? Don’t you go hunting all the time?”

    “Aye, but I’m not the best shot, and on top of which, I’m not the lightest of foot. My servant is more apt to hit the mark than I am. In fact, he usually does, and then tries to insist that it was my arrow instead of his!”

    Her eyes crinkled with mirth as she imagined Lorcan lumbering through the woods, while his servant moved stealthily beside him. “Does he ever get away with it?” she asked.

    He grinned, shaking his head. “Nay. I wouldn’t hear of it.”

    She nocked another arrow, her eyes following the target. This time, the arrow shot straight into the center of the target.

    He shook his head and laughed, crossing his arms in front of himself. “You are quite the shot,” he said.

    “Are you good with a sword?” she asked as she reached for another arrow.

    “Not really,” he replied. “I’m not very good at anything that has to do with fighting.”

    “Lorcan! How is that even possible?”

    He shrugged his shoulders, unperturbed by her response. “It turns out I’m a bit of a klutz when it comes to those sorts of things.”

    She stared at him, shaking her head in amazement. “What about dancing?” she asked. “That’s a physical pursuit.”

    He leaned against the tree and grinned. He looked so at ease in his body, she couldn’t imagine why he had a difficult time with the fighting arts.

    “I’m a great dancer,” he said. “And fairly good on a horse. No, it’s just these sorts of things that I have a hard time with.”

    She turned away and nocked another arrow.

    “What about you?” he asked.

    “What about me?”

    “How are you with dancing?”

    She avoided his eyes, her cheeks flushing a bright pink. Dancing had been a sore spot for her, ever since the first time she’d had a lesson. She had wanted to lead, and had been quite upset to discover that women were supposed to follow.

    “Well?” he prompted.

    “Getting better,” she mumbled.

    “Which means…”

    “Lorcan, this is silly. Do you want to try your hand at this?” she asked. She held her bow out to him, but still refused to meet his eyes.

    He smiled at her discomposure and shook his head. “I’ll wait for Emery to get back. You didn’t answer my question.”

    She glared at him. “If you must know, I’m still getting the hang of dancing. It doesn’t seem to come as naturally to me as it does to others.”

    “Maybe you just haven’t found the right partner yet?” he said. He arched a single eyebrow as his smile turned lopsided.

    She turned away, a hint of a smile on her lips as she reached for another arrow. “Maybe,” she said.

    Just then, Emery returned with a bow for Lorcan, and a quiver full of arrows.

    “Here you are, Your Grace,” he said.

    Lorcan glanced around. “Perhaps there’s a stationary target I could use?” he asked.

    “Of course, Your Grace. I’ll set one up for you.”

    Within minutes, Lorcan was standing a few feet to the side of Ichante, bow drawn back and aimed at a target. He glanced over at her before shooting, noticing that she had paused in her practice to observe him.

    “Must you really watch?” he asked.

    She grinned roguishly. “No, but how else will I tease you about it later?”

    “I see what you’re up to!” he exclaimed. His arrow zipped towards the target, but missed by a half foot. She erupted in a fit of giggles, making him smile. “Where are your manners?” he asked.

    “I already told you, you’re the one with manners,” she said once she’d caught her breath.

    “Well, in that case, I request that the next time you host a ball, you formally invite me. I would like to do my own observing on the dance floor.” His eyes twinkled wickedly behind his gold-rimmed spectacles.

    “I will,” she said. After a moment, however, her smiled faltered, slipping off her face entirely as she called to mind her father, bedridden with illness. The idea of hosting a ball with her father so unwell was too much to imagine.

    She turned away, nocking another arrow. “It might be some time,” she said.

    The joy he had felt just moments before dashed into pieces, like waves on a rocky coast. He sighed, sensing that all their conversations would keep looping back to the same, sad feeling.

    She released the arrow, watching as it zipped through the air and landed in the very center of the ring of circles. Her eyes lingered on the target, following the arc of its movement as it swung back and forth beneath the tree.

    “I’m done with practice today,” she said. She turned, nodding towards Emery. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

    Lorcan stepped forward, unwilling to let their time end so abruptly. “Ichante,” he entreated. “Please stay.”

    “I feel like being alone, Lorcan,” she said. She gave him a tremulous smile, her eyes heavy with repressed tears. “It was so good to see you again.”

    He nodded, keeping his eyes downcast as she turned away.

    She quickly mounted the steps, her bow slung over her shoulder. He sighed, watching as she disappeared through the tall, double doors.

     

    
     

    She was dining in her chambers later that evening, when she heard a soft knock on her door. She glanced up, wondering if she had just imagined the sound. She wasn’t expecting anybody, and had made it very clear to Claire that she didn’t require her services that evening. She wanted to be alone.

    Hearing nothing, she went back to her meal. She was about to take a bite of food when she heard the slight knock again. She put her fork down, dabbing at her lips with her napkin. Standing, she crossed the room, annoyed at the interruption, yet curious by the knock itself. As she opened the door, her eyes grew wide with astonishment.

    “Saskia!” she said. “What are you doing here?”

    Saskia glanced up and down the corridor, anxious that someone might see her. “Might I come in, Your Highness?” she asked.

    Ichante moved out of the way, allowing her to step inside. Saskia looked quickly around the room, her eyes darting to each crevice and corner, making absolute certain that they were in fact alone. Satisfied, she glanced at Ichante.

    “Why are you here?” Ichante asked. “Is something wrong?”

    “No, Highness. Nothing is the matter. I just—” She paused, taking a deep breath.

    “You just what?” Ichante asked.

    “I just wanted to see you,” Saskia murmured.

    Ichante stepped closer and reached a hand out to touch her cheek. “Saskia, we can’t do this,” she said.

    Her fingers traced the curve of her jaw. Saskia turned her face so that her mouth grazed against Ichante’s fingers. Ichante inhaled sharply, her body tingling at the moist touch of her lips.

    “Saskia,” she breathed.

    “I want to show you something,” Saskia murmured.

    “You really should go,” Ichante whispered.

    “It’s something from my book. Do you want to see it?”

    Ichante felt her throat go dry. She nodded.

    Saskia turned slowly around, unfastening her cloak from around her neck and draping it over the back of a chair. Beneath it, she wore a form-fitting bodice that revealed the soft, plush curves of her body. The fabric was a deep, luscious red, reminiscent of a freshly sliced beet. Ichante’s gaze lingered on the way it hugged her body. Saskia walked over to the couch and sat down, waiting for the princess to join her. In the firelight, her hazel eyes sparkled. When Ichante still didn’t move, she patted the cushion beside her. Swallowing, Ichante followed after her, sitting down so that their knees were barely an inch apart.

    “Close your eyes,” Saskia said.

    Her voice was low and soft, and Ichante found herself obeying before she’d even had a chance to think about it.

    “Now, I want you to imagine a woman standing in front of you. Do you see her?”

    Ichante nodded, seeing the image of Saskia in her mind. Her long dark hair was loose, and fell halfway down her back. It was brushed to a smooth shine, which matched the mischievous twinkle in her eyes. In her mind, Ichante imagined that she still wore the dark red bodice, and she admired the way it complimented her rich olive skin.

    “Now, I want you to imagine her naked.”

    Ichante gave a start at her words. She felt her body heat up as she allowed her imagination to undress the sensual woman who stood before her. Swallowing, she nodded to let Saskia know she had done it.

    “Now, point towards her head.”

    Ichante raised a hand up, pointing towards her imaginary head. In her mind’s eye, Saskia smiled as she pointed towards her lips, and it sent a thrill of energy coursing through her body, making her hand tremble.

    “Now, point towards her feet.”

    She lowered her hand, pointing towards her bare feet. Her breath was coming in short, shallow gasps, while her heart began to race. She licked her lips, aching to hear Saskia’s voice again, yearning to know what her next command would be.

    “Now, point towards that secret place between her legs.”

    Blushing, Ichante raised her hand and pointed towards the imaginary dark mound of hair between her legs. With a faint smile, Saskia leaned forward, slowly taking Ichante’s finger inside her mouth and closing her lips firmly around it. Ichante gasped, the muscles between her legs clenching hard. Saskia rolled her tongue around, letting it glide deliciously around Ichante’s finger. Ichante felt her whole body tighten, her free hand gripping the cloth of her pants. Slowly, Saskia withdrew her mouth from around Ichante’s finger, and Ichante opened her eyes, panting slightly.

    “Do you still want me to go?” Saskia asked.

    Her voice was silky soft, and just hearing it sent another tremor through Ichante’s body. Ichante shook her head, and ran a hand agitatedly through her hair. Saskia reached forward and brushed her fingers softly over Ichante’s mouth, biting her lower lip with anticipation.

    Ichante gazed at her lips, her eyes burning brightly with longing. “Saskia,” she breathed.

    “Shhhh,” Saskia hushed her. She reached up behind Ichante’s head, thrusting her fingers deep into her thick, golden hair. “Kiss me,” she whispered.

     

    
     

    Ichante awoke at dawn, her eyes blinking open. Saskia was curled up against her side, her face tucked into the crevice of Ichante’s shoulder, her dark, ruffled hair splayed out across the pillow. Ichante reached up to tentatively brush a strand of hair off her forehead. At her touch, Saskia twitched her nose like a rabbit, making the princess smile. She kissed the sleeping woman’s forehead, letting her lips linger on her skin as she deeply inhaled her morning scent.

    Saskia stirred, licking her dry lips as she slowly wakened. She froze, her eyes flitting up to Ichante’s face. “It wasn’t a dream?” she murmured. “You are real, aren’t you?”

    “If you were the one dreaming, wouldn’t I have ventured into your room, instead of the other way around?”

    Saskia grinned, pressing her face into Ichante’s shoulder. “Definitely not,” she said.

    Ichante swiftly kissed her cheek a number of times, eliciting a giggle from Saskia. “Well, if this is your dream, I’m glad you had it,” she said as she ran a hand up and down her naked back. “Your skin is so soft,” she breathed.

    Saskia nestled closer to her body, closing her eyes in silent delight.

    “Claire will be here soon,” Ichante murmured. “I think it’s best if she finds me alone.”

    “You’re probably right,” Saskia replied. “What do you think she’d do if she saw us?”

    “She can’t see us Saskia. No one can.”

    “I know! But what do you think she’d do?” She propped herself up on her elbows, gazing into Ichante’s eyes.

    Ichante reached out to stroke her hair, wishing that she could stay. “I don’t know,” she said. “But I really don’t want to find out.”

    Smiling, Saskia leaned forward and gently kissed her lips. “I will be gone in but a moment,” she whispered.

    As she rolled off the bed, she gathered a blanket around her. It was so long that it trailed on the floor behind her. Ichante watched as she tottered towards the couch in search of her clothing. She glanced back, her smile broadening at finding Ichante’s gaze fixed on her.

    “You should probably close your eyes so I can dress,” she said.

    Ichante grinned, and sat back with her hands crossed behind her head. “What? And miss all the fun?” she replied.

    Saskia covered her mouth in feigned indignation before turning around so that her back faced her. She let go of the blanket, allowing it to fall to the ground in a rumpled heap. Ichante’s eyes were riveted to the sight of her naked body. Her back was smooth and luscious in its shape, curving gently in at the waist before flaring out as it spread into her round, fleshy buttocks. Her normally straight hair tumbled halfway down her back, quite tangled after the night in bed. Ichante sighed as she watched her dress, feeling a new tenderness in her heart at the simple intimacy.

    Once garbed, Saskia turned around and sauntered back to the bed. She leaned over to kiss the princess once more on the lips. As she made to pull away, Ichante reached for her hand.

    “What do we do now?” she whispered.

    “I really don’t know,” Saskia murmured.

    Ichante sighed, letting her go.

    Just as she neared the door, Saskia paused, turning around. “Tonight is the banquet, isn’t it?” she asked.

    Ichante nodded, remembering.

    “You’ll probably be out late,” Saskia said.

    “Most likely.”

    “I hope it goes well,” she said.

    “Me too. When will I see you again?”

    “You’d like to?” Saskia asked. Her eyes brightened, while her face flushed with pleasure.

    Ichante smiled at her sheer joy and nodded.

    “In that case, I’ll try to come again later this week.”

    “Perfect,” Ichante said.

    As the door closed behind her, Ichante fell back against the pillow, closing her eyes. She thought back on the night of revelry, beaming at the memory. Just then, the door opened, and she jerked her head up, wondering if it was Saskia returning.

    It was Claire, come to start the morning fire. She crossed the room on silent feet, taking great care not to wake the princess. When she reached the couch she paused, glancing curiously at the blanket on the floor. Picking it up, she draped it over the couch before squatting down in front of the hearth.

    Ichante rested her head quietly down, not wanting to startle her gentle handmaiden. Once the fire was burning, Claire glanced briefly towards the sleeping form of the princess before heading back out into the corridor. As soon as the door was closed, Ichante rolled over onto her side, watching the leaping flames lick hungrily at the logs of wood.

    Things with Saskia had gotten quite out of control, she realized. But even so, she wouldn’t take back any of it. Never before had she felt so close to another human being. Never before had she felt her own body so alive. She sighed, unsure about what it all meant. Was it possible, she wondered, to feel what she had just felt with someone like Lorcan?

    She rolled onto her back, staring up at the ceiling. She knew now with certainty that this attraction she felt for women was not going away. What she didn’t know was what it meant for her life. She’d heard of women who lived with other women, the way women traditionally lived with men. But could she, as the royal heir to the throne, consider such a life?

    Outside, it continued to grow light. She glanced out, feeling a small leap in her heart at the sight of a blue sky. It had been months since she’d seen a morning sky like that. She stood, shrugging into her heavy winter robe before crossing the floor to gaze out the tall window. The air looked crisp and clean, while the snow sparkled so brightly that she had to squint to look at it. She smiled, thinking it was a good omen for the day.

    A few minutes later the door opened. It was Claire, with a tray of food and a pot of tea. At the sight of the princess standing in the window, she stopped.

    “You’re up!” she exclaimed.

    “It’s a beautiful day, isn’t it?” Ichante remarked.

    “It is,” Claire replied. She bent over to set the tray down on the table. “Do you need anything else, Your Highness?”

    “No, Claire. I should be fine for a while.”

    “And what about tonight, Your Highness? Do you know what you’d like to wear to the banquet?”

    “Oh, drat! I do need your help after all.”

    Claire smiled knowingly. “Is there a stain you’d like me to remove, Your Highness?”

    Ichante matched her smile. “You know, Claire, it’s a bit eerie how well you know me,” she remarked. She sat down at the table, tucking her robe more firmly in front of her chest.

    “What gown shall it be, Highness?” Claire was already moving across the room in the direction of the large, walk-in closet.

    “The blue one. I hope you can get the stain out!”

    “Have I failed you yet, Your Highness?”

    “Never, Claire. Not once.”

    “Then don’t you worry about it!” she exclaimed as she disappeared into the closet.

    “Claire,” Ichante called.

    “Yes, Highness?” Claire replied. She poked her head out.

    “Have you ever fallen in love?”

    Claire raised her eyebrows in surprise, and tilted her head to one side. “Well, now, there’s a question,” she said.

    “I don’t mean to get too personal. I was just wondering.”

    Claire nodded, and stepped away from the closet. She patted at her hair, but her bun was perfectly in place and it didn’t do anything. “In truth, I thought I had once, but it faded after a time. I don’t think real love should fade.”

    “How can you tell real love from a fleeting passion?” Ichante asked.

    “That’s a complicated question. I suppose it takes patience. At least, that’s what my mother tells me. She always says not to rush, and that if it’s real love, it will last, like a well-made fire, instead of burning out quick.”

    Ichante looked away, wishing as she rarely did, that she had a mother to talk to. Her father could be so abrupt when it came to matters of the heart, so much so that it made it impossible to share with him. The trouble was, she desperately wanted to talk with someone about these new feelings, and worries, unfolding inside of her. She ran her fingertip around the rim of her mug, considering what Claire had said.

    “Do you think she’s right?” she asked.

    “I don’t know, Your Highness. I’m still trying to find out for myself.”

    “Will you let me know when you do?” Ichante asked. A wry smile formed on her lips, but her eyes were quite serious, and Claire knew she wasn’t joking.

    As Claire stared at her, she began to see the rumpled blanket and the disheveled state of the bed in a new light. The princess also seemed to have a glow about her that was unusual.

    Claire nodded, giving a small hint of a smile in return. “I will,” she said.

    She disappeared back into the closet, leaving Ichante alone to mull over her feelings. The banquet would be interesting with Lorcan seated just beside her. She furrowed her brow, thinking about the way she felt safe whenever she looked into his eyes. Was she being too hasty in dismissing him?

    A few minutes later Claire whisked out of the closet, the blue gown in hand. Hopefully, it would be ready in time for the evening. Once she was alone, Ichante ambled back to the bed and plopped down atop the wrinkled sheets. Reaching for one of the pillows, she pressed her nose into the cool, soft fabric, inhaling the lingering scent of the night. The encounter with Saskia had been a revelation, and a delight. And now, she was left feeling both deeply satisfied, and profoundly uncertain. What would the day bring, she wondered?

    

  
    Chapter Eleven

     

    
     

    The Banquet

     

    Lorcan came to call just after breakfast. His hair hung loose, the thick brown waves falling just above his shoulders. He wore a dark green tunic, belted at the waist, and she thought his gold-rimmed spectacles looked quite dashing in contrast.

    “How are you?” he asked. “You disappeared rather quickly yesterday. I was worried.”

    She gripped his arm, giving it a gentle squeeze.

    “It’s very kind of you, Cousin, to worry for me.” She let go of his arm, reaching instead for her cloak. “Sometimes I feel quite overcome with feelings about my father, and I just need to get away.”

    He eyed her cloak, and glanced out the window. “Where are you going?” he asked.

    “More archery practice. Only this time, in the woods. Do you want to come?”

    “You know, it’s not going to help.”

    Puzzled, she cocked her head to one side. “What’s not going to help?” she asked.

    He grinned, amused by her confusion. “All of this archery practice. You’re not going to turn me into a warrior.”

    Her face grew serious, and she reached up to grasp his shoulder. “Lorcan, I have no intention of turning you into any such thing. Someone in the family has to be sensitive, and that’s you.” She smiled and reached up to ruffle his shiny, well-groomed hair. “The truth is, I would just greatly welcome your company. Besides, a little fresh air will do us good, imbue us with strength for tonight’s banquet.”

    “You’re not worried about that, are you?” he asked.

    “I always worry about such things. It’s awkward! I can’t really talk to anyone, at least not in any sincere way. And I feel on display the whole time, and on top of it all, I have to wear a gown.”

    He threw back his head in utter abandon, allowing a great roaring laugh to tumble out of his chest. She grinned, marveling at how open he was with his feelings.

    “I see your point,” he said, once he’d recovered his breath. “Perhaps a bit of fresh air would be just the thing. I just need to go get my cloak. Where shall I meet you?”

    “In the courtyard by the servants’ entrance, the one with all the cherry trees. I’ve arranged to meet Emery there in just a few minutes.”

    “I’ll be quick,” he said, before dashing out the door.

    She smiled, realizing that she liked him more and more with each visit. She had half expected him to grow up into a pompous noble, without any true warmth to his heart or daring to his spirit. But he was turning out to be quite the opposite.

    She glanced towards the bed, which had been done up since the morning. She sighed, thinking about Saskia. Perhaps it was possible to feel that way with a man, and not just any man, but Lorcan. He certainly seemed to care about her, and he wasn’t so proud as to pretend perfection. He felt honest, and she valued that more than she ever realized she would. Perhaps she could talk with him about it.

    The air outside was shockingly cold. It assaulted her ears and nose, making them burn. She inhaled deeply, reveling in the extreme sensation.

    Emery was standing silently under one of the trees, waiting for her arrival. He looked up as she approached and gave a slight bow.

    “Your Highness,” he said. “Shall we be off?”

    “Soon,” she replied. “The Duke of Enzea will be joining us again. He’s just gone to get his cloak.”

    “Shall I bring him a bow?”

    “No,” she said with a grin. “No, he won’t be shooting today.”

    “Yes, Highness,” he replied.

    They only waited a minute or two longer before Lorcan hurried outside. He smiled with relief when he saw her, and she wondered vaguely if he had thought they might leave without him.

    They walked towards the open gate at the far end of the courtyard, naturally falling into unconscious formation; Ichante led the way, with Lorcan keeping step by her side, while Emery followed a good ten paces behind. They trudged their way across the meadow, making fresh tracks in the pristine white snow. A thick blanket covered the distant forest, the white contrasting sharply with the intermittent patches of dark green branches that peeked out. They hiked most of the way in silence, saving their breath for the arduous work of plodding through snow.

    When they were nearly across, Lorcan glanced over at her, breaking the silence. “Are you hunting for anything in particular?” he asked.

    She shook her head. “Actually, nothing at all.”

    “Then why go into the woods?”

    “Because it’s one thing to shoot at a target in the practice yard, and quite another with all the textures and colors of the forest. You know that.”

    He shrugged and grinned at her sheepishly. “I told you, archery’s not really my thing.”

    She glanced behind them, noting how far back Emery was walking.

    “Lorcan,” she said.

    Her voice had dropped significantly, and he glanced over, curious by her furtive tone. “Yes?” he said.

    Again, she looked behind her, making sure Emery couldn’t hear their conversation. “Lorcan, do you like women?”

    He smiled in surprise. “What do you mean?” he asked. “Of course I do!”

    “No, I mean, in a romantic way.”

    “Yes, of course!” he said. He grinned down at her, his eyes shining with amusement. “Did you think because I’m not keen on the fighting arts that I might be attracted to men instead?”

    She gave him a sidelong glance. “Well, it’s not out of the question,” she replied. “And it would be fine if you were.”

    He stopped, turning to face her and lifting up her chin so that she looked directly into his eyes. “I adore women. Especially strong spirited women, like you.” His eyes flitted from her eyes to her lips, and back again.

    She swallowed, feeling suddenly too close to him. She pulled away and continued to trudge towards the woods. He sighed, jogging after her.

    “Did I upset you?” he asked.

    “No,” she said. But she avoided his eyes, unwilling to let him see her face. She felt shaken, and deeply distraught by what had just happened. He had looked at her the same way she had looked at Saskia, and instead of being drawn to him, she had felt repulsed, as if she couldn’t stand to be near his body.

    “What is it?” he asked.

    “It’s nothing,” she maintained.

    “Ichante,” he said. He grabbed her arm, forcing her to stop.

    They were at the edge of the woods, and she glanced behind them, noting how Emery had fallen even further back.

    She pulled her arm roughly away, angry that he was forcing her to face feelings she didn’t want to look at. “What?” she asked.

    “Look at me, please,” he said.

    She glared up at him.

    Alarmed, he took a half step back. “I did do something,” he murmured.

    She exhaled heavily, looking away. “No, you didn’t,” she said.

    “Then why are you so upset?”

    “Lorcan, I don’t care for you that way.”

    “What way?”

    “Romantically.”

    “Oh.” He stared down at her, his dark eyes soft and hurt. “Are you quite sure?” he asked.

    She glanced up, her gaze lingering on the tenderness of his eyes, and the sensitivity of his lips. “No,” she said. “I’m not sure.”

    He smiled with relief, and glanced back at Emery. “This isn’t really the time to talk about it,” he said.

    “I know.”

    He reached down to cup her hand, his thumb gently strumming the side of her palm. “Ichante, please don’t rush needing to know how you feel. I’m in no hurry.”

    She took a deep breath and looked down at their joined hands, fighting the urge to pull away. Were her feelings crazy, she wondered? Was it possible her feelings were wrong? He was so warm and kind, and though she had joked about it, he was more sensitive than any man she knew. His thumb continued to graze the edge of her palm, and she bit her lip, imagining the gentleness with which he would hold her. Perhaps, she thought to herself, she could grow to care for him in that way. Perhaps her feelings could change. She looked up, gazing once more into his eyes, noticing the way he held his breath as he waited for her response.

    “All right,” she finally said.

    He grinned, and for a moment she was reminded of the young boy who used to dare her to climb trees and nip pastries from the kitchen. She smiled, swinging his arm back and forth playfully.

    “All right!” she repeated with more gusto. “I won’t rush anything.”

    “Good. Now how about you practice some archery?”

    She glanced behind them and gave a long whistle as she waved at Emery. He gave a short jerk of his head, signaling he’d heard, and within minutes had joined them at the edge of the forest. They marched through the woods for about half an hour before coming to a halt.

    She glanced towards Emery, meeting his stoic grey eyes. “How about here?” she asked.

    He slowly looked around, narrowing his eyes as he peered through the trees. “This will do,” he said. He pointed towards a distant stump, barely noticeable in the snow. “Let’s start with that.”

    She pulled an arrow from her quiver, quickly nocking it and raising her bow. She focused on the stump, stilling her breath as her eyes narrowed. She released, and watched as the arrow skimmed through the air, passing within a few inches of a trunk, and driving into the stump. She grinned, glancing back at Emery.

    “It was a good start,” he said. “Now, I want you to aim at the same stump, but from behind this tree. Imagine that you’re stalking prey, and don’t want to be heard or seen.”

    She nodded, before slipping quietly behind the trunk. She nocked an arrow and then slowly peered around the tree, careful to keep as much of her body hidden as possible. She leaned slightly to the side, drawing back and raising the bow in one fluid motion. She felt herself falter, almost slipping, but caught herself. Setting her jaw, she shifted her stance, and released the arrow, watching as it zipped just below a low hanging branch, and pierced the stump. Glancing back at Emery, she felt her smile fall away at the look on his face.

    “Aye, you hit the target,” he growled. “But if you had been hunting deer, it would have vanished through the trees the second you stumbled. You can’t make noise like that.”

    “I know,” she replied. She dropped her gaze, her cheeks reddening.

    “Listen,” he said. “It’s not about how quickly you make the shot. It’s about how confident you feel as you do it. Go slower. Take your time finding your footing. Make every movement as solid as you can. Now, try again.”

    She nodded, shifting her body so that she was once again hidden behind the tree. She took a deep steadying breath and nocked the arrow. Peering around the side of the tree, she lifted her foot slowly, setting it softly, yet firmly in the snow. She raised her bow, focusing on keeping her stance anchored as she aimed for the stump. At the top of her inhale, she released the arrow, watching as it sunk into the stump even deeper than the last two arrows. She grinned, peeking over at Emery to get his assessment.

    “That was better,” he grumbled.

    She could tell he was pleased, however, because the barest hint of a smile threatened to emerge on his rugged face. He turned away, trudging deeper into the woods.

    “Come!” he called back to her. “Let’s find some more targets.”

    They kept at it until well into the afternoon, with Emery instructing her to aim at targets high and low, near and far, from uphill and downhill, and from the most uncomfortable positions imaginable. By the time she was done, her underclothing was soaked through with sweat, her hair was tangled and dotted with small twigs, and her legs were shaking with fatigue.

    “I think I need a bath,” she whispered to Lorcan as they hiked out of the woods.

    He leaned close so that he could sniff her scent. “You’re right,” he chuckled. “You do need a bath!”

    “Lorcan!” she cried. She swatted him on the arm.

    “You said it first,” he replied.

    “You weren’t supposed to agree with me!”

    “But we’re aiming for honesty, aren’t we?”

    She grumbled something under her breath, and he leaned closer.

    “What was that? I couldn’t hear what you said?”

    She glared at him, her lips twitching at the edges as she tried to keep from smiling.

    He threw his head back and laughed, his perfectly groomed, lustrous hair shining in the afternoon light. “Well, if truth be told,” he relented, “I may have been exaggerating a bit.”

    She swatted at him again, laughing as he scooted out of reach.

    As they neared the gate, she glanced up towards the southeast tower, her gaze unconsciously settling on her father’s window. He was standing in the window, watching them as they approached the palace. She felt her throat clench, and glanced uneasily at Lorcan. All the simple joy she had just felt while talking with him suddenly disappeared, leaving her feeling overly conscious of how they must have appeared to an onlooker. She knew that, to her father, it must have seemed as if their courtship was progressing quite well.

    She tightened her hands into fists, doing her best not to run away. She liked Lorcan; perhaps even more than liked him. But romantically? He glanced down at her, his dark eyes crinkling at the edges as he smiled. She mirrored his smile, but could feel it stopping short of her eyes. She felt trapped. She was well aware of the pressure her father felt. Should he die, he wanted to leave her with a reign that was well respected and unanimously accepted, and he knew that her betrothal to Lorcan would guarantee that. She sighed, glancing up at his window, but he had disappeared.

    As they passed through the gate, they were barraged with an overwhelming amount of activity. The stillness of the forest, and the intimacy there grown, scattered like pollen on the wind. Servants were dashing back and forth across the courtyard, their arms filled with bundles of provisions, baskets of firewood, and the final deliveries for the evening’s banquet. She nodded towards Emery, wishing him a silent farewell, before trudging up the steps of the castle.

    “It’s quite a lot of commotion,” Lorcan remarked.

    She glanced at him, reaching out to grip his arm. “I’ll see you tonight,” she said.

    He gave her a short bow, peeking up to wink at her. “Thank you for another lovely visit,” he replied.

    She rolled her eyes and gave him a playful shove. He grinned before turning around and striding away. She watched his retreating figure, noticing with amusement the way a number of the servant girls paused in their work to watch him as he passed them by. She shook her head, bemused that this gorgeous and kind man was her suitor, when her heart so clearly longed for something else. She sighed, turning down another corridor.

    When she was nearly to her chambers, she heard a pattering of footsteps running down the passageway. She turned to see who it was, her eyes growing round at the sight of Saskia racing down the hall. Her hair was tied back in a messy braid, her eyes flashing with alarm.

    “Saskia!” she said. “What is it?”

    Saskia shook her head.

    Quickly, Ichante ushered her into her chambers, glancing around to make sure they were quite alone. “Now tell me!” she commanded. She felt her blood go cold as her chest clenched with fear. “Is it my father?”

    “No, Highness. Well, not exactly.” Saskia paused, catching her breath.

    “What do you mean?”

    “I heard the name you mentioned. The one you said the other day when we were in the capital.”

    “You mean, Naima?”

    “Aye,” Saskia replied.

    “Where? You must tell me everything.” Ichante clutched at her arm, her eyes blazing with hope.

    “I will, Your Highness. I will.” Saskia paused to take another deep breath.

    “Saskia, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to—” Ichante let go of her arm, and shook her head at how discourteously she was treating her. “I’m sorry I was so rough. Come. Sit with me.”

    Ichante led her to the couch, her face contorted with anxiety.

    “I was bringing some coffee and a plate of scones to one of the guest chambers,” Saskia began. “These two men were there. They were talking about their children, and one of them mentioned the name Naima. He said that his daughter was apprenticing with her.”

    “What men? Who?”

    “I don’t know their names, Your Highness.”

    “Saskia,” Ichante breathed. She cupped Saskia’s hand, tracing the curve of her palm. “You don’t need to call me that here, not when we’re alone.”

    Saskia nodded, relaxing at her touch.

    “Can you tell me what they looked like?” Ichante asked.

    “One of them was tall and dark, with hair down to here.” She held her hand at her shoulders. “It was mostly black with grey streaks.”

    “Was he the one who said the name?” Ichante asked.

    “No. It was the other man. He was slender, and had curly auburn hair. Oh! And he wore spectacles.”

    Ichante opened her mouth to speak, but no words came out. She had seen men, just as Saskia described, the last time she had visited the tavern. She glanced out the window, recalling how she had felt drawn to speak with them. She smiled, realizing that Eshne had been right. If she had listened to her inner urge, she might have already discovered who this Naima was. But as fate would have it, she would meet them anyways, tonight, at her father’s banquet.

    “Ichante, are you all right?” Saskia asked.

    “Saskia, you’re extraordinary,” Ichante whispered. Her eyes were bright, and Saskia blushed under her gaze, squirming with delight.

    Ichante grinned, and leaned forward to kiss her lightly on the lips. “Thank you,” she breathed. She ran a series of kisses along the side of her jaw, following the line up towards her ear. “Thank you,” she whispered again.

    Saskia turned so that her nose was pressed up against Ichante’s neck. Ichante’s skin was thick with the scent of sweat and spruce trees, and Saskia inhaled deeply, shivering with sudden hunger. She turned her head, biting at Ichante’s earlobe, tugging at it gently as she thrust her hands into Ichante’s strawberry-blond locks and pulled her close. Ichante moaned as she felt a surge of heat course through her.

    “We should stop,” Ichante rasped. She reached behind her head to seize Saskia’s hands, gently winding their fingers together and disentangling them from her hair. “We can’t do this now,” she whispered. “I want to. Believe me, I do. But we can’t.”

    Saskia nodded, her breath coming heavily as she forced herself to suppress her desire. “I understand,” she said. She closed her eyes, exhaling slowly as she reclaimed her poise. Standing, she brushed at the back of her skirt and started to turn away.

    “Saskia,” Ichante said. She grasped at her hand, worried that the rebuff had stung.

    “You’re right,” Saskia said. She traced her fingers along the edge of Ichante’s jaw, smiling ruefully. “Another time,” she murmured.

    Ichante let go of her hand, and watched as she made her way towards the door. Saskia glanced back once before leaving, staring briefly at Ichante’s face as if trying to memorize its every line. Then she was gone.

    Ichante sat back against the couch, overwhelmed by what had just happened. She stared out the window, astonished that she had discovered a link to this person who may be able to help her father. On top of which, her heart still thumped with sharp fervor for the woman she had just held in her arms. Had she been wrong to send her away? Just then the door opened, and Claire stepped inside. Ichante smiled ironically, realizing she had just received an answer.

    “Your Highness,” she said as she gave a slight curtsey. “I wondered if you might like a bath? I ran into His Grace, the Duke of Enzea, and he mentioned that you wanted one.”

    Ichante grinned, amused by his audacity. “Did he?” she asked.

    “Yes, Your Highness.”

    Ichante sighed and glanced out the window. “That would be most welcome, Claire.”

    “I’ll get one prepared then,” she replied. She curtsied again before disappearing out the door.

    Ichante stood and strolled across the room before pausing to gaze outside. The sky was growing overcast with the appearance of high clouds, covering the resplendent blue of the morning. She peered out at the woods, thinking back on the time she had shared with Lorcan over the past few days. He was forward, but far from brash, leaving her feeling both wanted and respected. Even after her obvious reservations, he had remained, giving no indication that he was disappointed by her response, or had given up.

    She looked down at her hand, thinking about the way he had cupped it in the woods, and thinking about the way she had just now cupped Saskia’s while they were seated on the couch. What was it, she wondered, that made someone physically attracted to one person over another? What was it that sent the heart racing? Was it something that could be learned over time? Or was it something that either existed, or did not? She looked back out the window, contemplating the mysteries of her heart.

     

    
     

    It was near to sundown, and the banquet would soon be starting. Ichante was dressed in her robe, and was lounging on the couch in front of the fire, sipping a cup of tea. Claire had just finished helping her to comb out her long, freshly-washed hair, and had gone to retrieve her gown. It was quiet, with only the crackling of the fire to disrupt the silence. Just then, the door opened, and Claire tumbled through, her cheeks red with exertion and her hands teeming with the dark blue dress.

    Ichante glanced up and paled at the look on her handmaiden’s face. “Claire!” she exclaimed. “What is it?”

    “It’s your father, Highness.”

    Ichante jumped to her feet, splashing tea all over her robe. “Is something the matter? Is he unwell?”

    Alarmed, Claire shook her head fervently. “Nay, nay, it’s nothing like that! I’m sorry to have upset you, Your Highness. He’s fine. He’s only sent word that he’d like to speak with you before the banquet tonight.”

    Ichante pressed her palm against her chest, trying to calm her frantically beating heart. “My goodness, Claire. You really gave me a fright!”

    “I’m sorry, Highness.”

    Ichante gave her a shaky smile. “Don’t fret. Come. Show me the dress.”

    Claire laid it down on the bed, spreading it out so that she could see the whole thing properly.

    “This looks marvelous!” Ichante declared. She lifted it from off the bed, turning it to and fro. “Claire, you are a miracle worker. How did you manage it?”

    Claire dimpled at the praise. “I have my secrets, Your Highness,” she replied.

    “Well, thank you.”

    “His Majesty thought you may want to wear this tonight,” Claire said as she handed her a long, thin box.

    “My mother’s necklace!” Ichante exclaimed. She reached out and gently picked up the emerald necklace from the case. It glittered in the firelight, and she smiled, holding it close to her chest.

    Quickly, she slipped out of her robe and dressed for the banquet. Once her hair was in place, she clasped the emerald necklace around her neck. She gazed at herself in the mirror, bemused as always to see what she looked like in formal attire.

    “You look lovely, Your Highness,” Claire said from behind her.

    Ichante met her eyes in the mirror. “Thank you, Claire,” she said.

    “Look at the time, Your Highness!” Claire cried. “It’s nearly time for the banquet!”

    “I’d best go see my father then.”

    “Shall I wait up, Your Highness? To help you undress before bed?”

    “That won’t be necessary, Claire. I can do it myself. Get some rest! I’ll see you in the morning.”

    “Yes, Highness.”

    As her handmaiden left, Ichante looked again at her reflection in the mirror. The cut on her cheek, from her excursion into the woods the week before, had nearly disappeared. All that remained was a faint white mark, which she doubted anyone could see unless they were looking for it. She took a deep breath, knowing that tonight was the night her father would make the announcement. She nodded to herself in the mirror, telling herself that whatever happened, however the dignitaries responded, she would stay calm and collected. No one need know how quickly her heart beat.

    When she arrived in her father’s chambers, she was pleased to find that he was standing without any assistance. He wore a rich satin tunic, long, black surcoat with gold embroidery, and a golden belt. Atop his head, he wore the royal crown, the golden-brown jewel at its center glittering in the light from a nearby lamp. Gustav smiled when he saw her, and joined her in one of the armchairs by the fire.

    He nodded towards the necklace. “I see Claire found you,” he remarked.

    “Yes, Father,” she said. She reached up to stroke the emerald pendant. “Thank you.”

    “As I’ll be making the announcement tonight, I thought it would be nice if you wore it.”

    She nodded, her throat constricting.

    “Don’t worry, my daughter! You’ve been preparing for this all your life.”

    “Yes, Father.”

    He glanced towards the clock. “We don’t have much time, so I’ll get right to it.”

    Curious, her eye twitched as she cocked her head to one side.

    “I noticed you’ve been spending a fair bit of time with your cousin.”

    “Lorcan? Yes, Father.”

    “And how has it been?”

    She swallowed, wondering how much to share with him. “Surprisingly nice,” she admitted.

    “Surprisingly?” he repeated.

    “Well, yes, Father. In truth, I didn’t know what to expect.”

    He smiled, relieved at what he’d heard.

    “Father, I do not love him.”

    He waved his hand, dismissing her words. “Give it time,” he said.

    “Father, I don’t know if I ever will.”

    His eyes hardened, and he pressed his lips together. “You’re quite sure?” he asked.

    “I think so,” she said.

    She dropped her gaze, hurt by the blatant disapproval in his eyes. How she longed to please him! But at what cost? She closed her eyes, wishing for the first time in all her memory that her feelings were different than what they were; wishing that she were different.

    “Well, I’ve asked him to stay for the month. Perhaps your affections will change.”

    “Father!” She looked up, outraged that he would do such a thing without checking with her first.

    He held his hand up, stopping her before she could say anything else. “He’s a bright young man, and he has integrity. I want you to try to open your heart to him, for the good of Staerjka.”

    “But why? Why must I consider him?”

    “We’ve talked about this, Ichante.”

    “Why can’t I marry for love?”

    “Is there another young man whom I am unaware of?” he asked.

    She closed her eyes, sighing. “No, Father.” And there may never be, she thought.

    “Well, then Lorcan is as good as anyone, and he’s your cousin. I would like you to spend as much time with him as you can this month.”

    “Yes, Father,” she grumbled.

    “It is not my wish to hurt you, Ichante. You have a responsibility to the realm, just as I did.”

    “Father?”

    “Yes, Ichante?”

    “Nothing, Father.” She bit her tongue. She couldn’t believe she had almost asked him about marrying a woman instead of a man!

    He glanced towards the clock. “It’s time to go,” he said. “Please, help me up.”

    She stood, anchoring her body as she grasped his hand and heaved.

    He grunted as he stood up, pressing his free hand against his head.

    “Does it hurt terribly?” she asked.

    “Not as terrible as it has been. I’m sure I’ll be fine, at least for tonight.”

    She hesitated before letting him go. “Do you need to lean on me?” she asked.

    “I don’t think so,” he said. “But stay close, please.”

    The banquet was to be held in the Great Hall, just off the ballroom on the ground level. They were both announced as they entered the room, their sudden arrival hushing the crowd of dignitaries who had been buzzing with conversations. She was pleased to see that some of the nobles had brought their wives, or betrothed, with them. She felt a sense of relief knowing that she was not the only woman dining in the hall. It would not have been the first time, but today, with her heart feeling so vulnerable, she was thankful to see the sprinkling of women mixed among the clusters of men.

    Her cousin stepped forward first. He was definitely the most handsome man in the room. He wore a dark grey tunic beneath his crimson-red surcoat, and black shiny boots. He gave a short bow, kissing the top of the hand she offered.

    “Cousin,” he murmured. He looked up at her and smiled. “You look positively radiant.”

    She inclined her head, pleased by his comment. “Lorcan,” she said.

    He turned so that he walked by her side, and tucked her arm in the crook of his elbow. “I trust you had a nice bath,” he whispered.

    Some of the dignitaries noticed, and nudged one another.

    She glanced back at her father, but he seemed steady on his feet and was already in conversation with one of the nobles. Turning back to Lorcan, she grinned at the sight of his sparkling eyes. “If you must know, I quite enjoyed it.”

    “I spent most of the afternoon perusing the library. Did you know that the library here is at least four times the size of the one back home?”

    “I didn’t.” She smiled, sensing his exuberance.

    “What I wouldn’t give to have access to so many books!”

    “Well, it’s a lucky thing you’ll be visiting for so long. Father just informed me that you’ll be staying for a month.”

    “I’m hoping it will be longer than that,” he said as he glanced over, flashing her a sweet smile.

    Everyone began to take their seats at the tables that lined the room. The royal family, and choice dignitaries, made their way towards the head of the hall, where a long table stood atop a raised platform. A fire burned in the hearth behind the head table, and throughout the room candles lined the brackets on the walls. Gustav arrived at his seat not long after Ichante did, and as he settled into the chair beside her, he gave a great sigh of relief.

    “Are you feeling faint, Father?” she whispered.

    He shook his head, his face paling slightly. “Just the headache,” he said. “I’m sure it will pass.”

    Beside her, Lorcan leaned closer, concerned. “Is there anything I can do?” he asked quietly.

    Ichante shook her head, thankful that he had enough tact to keep his voice low.

    Lorcan glanced briefly over her head at King Gustav. Beneath the table, he gripped her hand, squeezing it softly. “You’ll let me know if I can help in any way?” he whispered.

    She nodded and squeezed his hand in reply.

    “Good,” he said. Releasing her hand, he reached for his wineglass and took a small sip.

    As the servants began to bring out the first course, Ichante scoured the tables, looking for the men she had seen in the tavern. Beside her, Lorcan noticed the fierce concentration with which she was looking around, but refrained from commenting. Instead, he took another sip of wine and quietly observed her.

    From down the length of the hall, her gaze snagged on the tall, broad man with greying black hair, the one she had thought looked familiar in the tavern. He was in animated conversation with the man wearing spectacles, who was seated just beside him. She leaned towards her father, pointing them out.

    “Father,” she said. “Who are those men?”

    Gustav looked to where she was pointing, his eyes narrowing as he tried to make out their faces. “Ah,” he said, sitting back with a smile. “You should know him! The darker man is Connell. I appointed him governor of Mjönes about ten years ago. He’s a wonderful man. He often visits the palace with his wife and son, a young lad about your age named Owen.”

    Ichante stared at the governor, her eyes growing large as she finally recognized him. Connell hadn’t been to visit the palace since autumn, and at the time, her father’s illness had worsened to the point that she had barely noticed anything else. She did recall, however, that his son, Owen, had been quite kind to her the few times she had interacted with him. One memory in particular stuck out, when he had found her crying out in the gardens. She swallowed hard, and turned her attention to the curly haired man sitting beside Connell.

    “And the other man?” she asked.

    Gustav turned his gaze towards his companion. “I’m not sure. A friend of Connell’s, by the looks of it.”

    Ichante continued to stare at them, wondering how she was going to get their attention. Feeling her gaze on them, Connell glanced up, his eyes widening when he realized the princess was watching them from across the hall. He nudged Giles, nodding his head up towards the head table. Giles looked over, smiling shyly when he found her eyes upon him. She thought he looked rather kindly, and her expression softened at his response. She looked away, confident that she would find a way to speak with them.

    “Is everything all right?” Lorcan asked.

    She nodded, smiling at him. “How’s your food?”

    “Superb,” he replied.

    He lifted her hand to his mouth, giving it a light kiss. Down below, the dignitaries noticed. An eruption of murmurs followed his public display, and she sighed with exasperation, wishing he hadn’t kissed her. For the first time in days, she was annoyed with him.

    She pulled her hand away, feigning to reach for her wineglass. “I wish you hadn’t done that,” she said.

    He paled at her tone. “It didn’t mean anything,” he whispered. “Honestly. I didn’t mean anything by it.”

    As she raised her glass to her lips, she attempted to smile so that no one would see that they were arguing. “Then why did you do it?” she asked.

    “I don’t know. I guess, maybe it was the wine. You just looked so beautiful, especially now with your hair done up. And your eyes, they just seem so alive. I wasn’t thinking properly. I’m sorry.” He looked away, his fair skin flushing with embarrassment.

    She sighed, reaching under the table to grab his hand. “I forgive you,” she said. “I just need to go slow. I really don’t know how I feel, and I can’t have you rushing me—most especially in public.”

    He smiled with relief. “I understand,” he said.

    Below, their whispered conversation had grasped the attention of a number of people, men and women alike. Ichante smiled as she gazed out at the assembly, but her eyes were defiant as she met their blatant stares. Slowly, they looked away.

    She glanced at her father, observing his quiet show of strength, and the way he kept his pain hidden. She knew she would upset him if she chose not to marry Lorcan, and the thought of his disappointment was almost more than she could bear. As she watched him, however, she realized that if anything had taught her about honesty, and about living each moment with bravery, it was her father. Not that he had ever taught her those things directly. Rather, in seeing him so close to death, she was learning not to take anything for granted, and not to waste moments pretending to have feelings that weren’t true. Though she loved him dearly, she could not let her fear of upsetting him decide her choices for her. No one could force her to marry, not even her father, not even if it was for the good of the kingdom. What was the point, after all, in living if she wasn’t living in accordance with herself?

    Gustav glanced over at her, smiling at the concern in her eyes. “I’m feeling well enough, my daughter.”

    “Perhaps you should go rest?”

    “Perhaps you’re right. It’s time. I’ll make the announcement now.”

    “Are you sure, Father?”

    He reached out to touch the side of her face. “I’ve never been more sure, Ichante.”

    He stood, staggering slightly as he lost strength in one hand. She half rose out of her seat, reaching out to grasp his arm, helping him up. He took a deep, centering breath and nodded to her, letting her know that he had regained his balance. She sat back down, ready to leap to his assistance should he need it.

    He cleared his throat, eliciting a wave of silence throughout the room. “May I have your attention,” he said, though all eyes were already fixed on him.

    Ichante took a deep breath, pressing her palms against her thighs for support.

    “I’ve called this banquet today in honor of my daughter, Princess Ichante.” He paused as a wave of applause erupted down the length of the hall.

    Ichante forced herself not to squirm as the attention shifted to her. A bead of sweat formed on her brow, followed by another, but instead of wiping her forehead dry, she willed a smile onto her face, making a show of confidence as she gazed out at all the dignitaries. Beside her, Lorcan reached under the table to grip her hand, having sensed her agitation. She returned his grip with such strength that her knuckles turned white, making him gasp with pain. Thankfully, no one could hear over the sound of applause, and he bit back a grimace, instead smiling with watery eyes at his cousin.

    Gustav waited until the clapping had ceased before continuing. “As you all know, it has long been the tradition for the royal crown to pass to the oldest male heir. Well, traditions change, and this is no exception. I have called you all here to announce that upon my death, Princess Ichante will become the next ruler of Staerjka.”

    Murmurs broke out down the length of the hall, some excited and others angry.

    “Please lift your glasses in salute of your next Queen,” Gustav said as he raised his own glass.

    Throughout the hall, glasses were lifted. Beside her, Lorcan stood, raising his glass high above his head. Soon, everyone had followed suit, even those who looked displeased.

    “Hail Princess Ichante,” Gustav said.

    “Hail Princess Ichante,” echoed throughout the hall.

    She felt overwhelmed by the sheer number of eyes on her. Her hands were clammy, but she kept her gaze steady. She smiled in silent thanks as the toast was completed, knowing that the announcement marked the beginning of everything changing. From this day onward she wasn’t just a princess anymore; she was the heir to the throne.

    

  
    Chapter Twelve

     

    
     

    Skulking in Alleys

     

    “Claire,” Ichante called.

    Claire had been busy making the bed, and turned at the sound of her name. “Yes, Highness?” she said.

    “I would like you to bring this note to the governor of Mjönes. Do you know which room he’s staying in?”

    “Yes, Your Highness. Will you be needing a reply?”

    “Yes.”

    Claire hurried across the room to retrieve the note, slipping it inside the pocket of her apron. She gave a slight curtsey before disappearing out into the corridor.

    Ichante moved to wait by the window. Outside, the sun had once again emerged from behind a tapestry of clouds. She closed her eyes, focusing all her attention on the hint of warmth emanating from its bright glow, taking comfort in its gentle touch on her face. The door behind her opened, and her ears pricked up at the sound of heavy boots on the stone tiles. She turned around, smiling at the sight of Lorcan.

    He gave a short bow before joining her by the window. “I thought we might go for a walk,” he said.

    “I’m not sure if I’ll be able to today,” she said. She crossed the room and took a seat in front of the fire.

    “Oh? Other plans?” He followed after her, taking a seat on the far end of the couch.

    “Possibly,” she replied. She grinned at how secretive she must sound.

    He arched an eyebrow at the mystery. “And these other plans, they don’t by any chance require a companion?”

    “No,” she replied. “Unfortunately not.”

    He paused, staring at her curiously.

    “I don’t mean to be so secretive,” she said.

    He grinned, crossing one leg over the other. “Everyone has secrets. It’ll be my challenge and privilege to uncover yours.”

    “Lorcan, I don’t know if that’s a good idea.”

    “You could always just tell me?”

    She shook her head, smiling. “You’re impossible, you know that?”

    “My mother has said as much.”

    Just then, Claire returned. At the sight of the duke sitting on the couch, she slowed her steps, wondering if she was interrupting something.

    “You can come in, Claire,” Ichante said. “Did he send a reply?”

    Lorcan felt a stab of jealousy at the mention of another man, though he knew not the context of the reference. He chided himself, recalling that he was far from the only man in Ichante’s life, and that the note could be from all manner of persons. For example, it could be from her music instructor. He pursed his lips, staring at the note as Claire withdrew it from her apron.

    “Yes, Your Highness,” she said. She handed it over and then moved across the room, so as to give them some semblance of privacy.

    Ichante quickly scanned the parchment, smiling with satisfaction at the reply. She glanced towards the clock, feeling suddenly pressed for time, particularly in light of the fact that Lorcan seemed fixed to her couch. She tore up the note, tossing the fragments into the fire. His curiosity further roused, he leaned forward.

    “I suppose you’re not going to tell me what that’s about.” He nodded towards the burning pieces of parchment.

    She shook her head. “I’m sorry, Lorcan, but I can’t.”

    “Ichante, this is very peculiar.”

    “I know,” she said. She reached out to squeeze his hand.

    He sighed, looking away.

    She rested back against the cushion and peeked over at the clock. “It looks like I’ll be busy until later today. Would you like to have dinner together?” she asked.

    He glanced at her, searching her eyes. “Dinner would be nice,” he said. “Would you like to dine here or in my chambers?”

    “Here,” she replied. “At six o’clock.”

    “I will be here,” he said.

    “I look forward to it,” she replied.

    He stood and gave a slight bow before turning on his heels and striding across the rug. He glanced back at her briefly, giving her the same searching stare, before closing the door behind him.

    Ichante glanced towards Claire. “Did you follow that?” she asked.

    “Aye, Your Highness. I’ll arrange for dinner to be served at six o’clock, here in your chambers, for yourself and the duke.”

    “Good. Thank you, Claire.”

    “Will you be needing me until then, Your Highness?”

    “No, Claire. I’ll be going out today. Should anyone ask for me, please just tell them that I’m occupied.”

    “Yes, Highness,” she replied.

    Once Ichante was alone, she glanced towards the fire, making sure that the torn pieces of parchment had completely burned. It wouldn’t do for anyone to know whom she was meeting, or where, not when she had such secret matters to discuss. She glanced towards the clock, frowning. She had less than an hour to dress as a commoner, sneak out of the palace, and make her way down to the capital. Standing, she strode across the room and disappeared into her closet.

     

    
     

    The Blue Rose was just how she remembered it. The moment she stepped inside, she set a cluster of bells jingling, and smiled at the sound. A fire burned in the hearth, just as it had earlier in the week, giving a warm glow to the walls. Looking more closely, she realized that there were stenciled designs of vines and flowers lining the window frames. The same dark-skinned older woman stood behind the counter, and she smiled at Ichante, having vaguely recalled the girl’s wide smile and sandy-brown eyes.

    Ichante scanned the room, looking for the governor and his companion. Seeing them, she gave a sigh of relief. Though she was the princess, and had practically commanded that they meet with her at the teashop, there was a small part of her that felt uneasy, knowing that their convergence must remain secret. She ordered a drink with the proprietress, a calming cup of chamomile tea, before making her way through the tables. Luckily, the shop was mostly empty, and the occupied tables were on the other side of the room.

    As she slipped into the seat across from them, she pushed her hood back, exposing her face. Startled by her abrupt appearance, they made to stand and bow, but she quickly held up her hand, stopping them before they’d even half risen.

    “Please,” she said. “I know it’s uncustomary, but please don’t address me formally while we’re here. I would like to remain anonymous.”

    Eyeing her with mounting intrigue, they slid back down into their chairs.

    Ichante leaned forward, tucking her hair behind her ears, and gazed searchingly into her teacup. Her morning had been spent worrying about whether or not she would be able to orchestrate a meeting; but now that they were seated across from her, she realized that she hadn’t given much thought as to what she would actually say.

    The two men shared a brief glance with one another, clearly unnerved to be sitting face to face with the princess, and especially so given the circumstances. Suddenly, she looked up, and Giles gave a slight jump. He smiled sheepishly, and reached for his handkerchief, using it to dry his sweaty palms.

    Her brown eyes softened. “Let me begin by saying how grateful I am to be meeting with you both. I have matters to discuss with you that are of dear importance to my heart. But first,” she paused, turning her attention to Giles, “I would like to know who you are. Connell, I have met many times over the years. But your face is new to me.”

    Giles tried to respond, but felt as if a plum pit had gotten lodged in his throat. Smiling awkwardly, he tried to clear his throat, but to no avail. He picked up his teacup, doing his best to keep his hand from shaking as he raised it to his lips. Her eyes were so intense! And they stared right at him, as if he were some sort of prey she was hunting. The teacup rattled as he set it down, and he quickly withdrew his hand, once again gripping his handkerchief tightly underneath the table. Connell was trying to nod at him encouragingly, but all Giles could think was how out of place he felt, sitting there in the capital, face to face with the heir to the throne.

    She read him correctly, and rested her hand atop the table, pressing her fingers gently into the wooden surface. “This must be overwhelming for you,” she said. “Please, take your time.”

    He exhaled shakily, and forced himself to sit up straight. “I do apologize for being tongue-tied,” he began.

    She grinned, and sat back in her chair. “It’s quite normal, actually,” she said. “I don’t hold it against you.”

    He was too nervous to grasp that she was being playful with him, and merely nodded before continuing. “My name is Giles. I own a farm just outside of Mjönes, between the town and the Andara Woods. Meadow Hill Farm. It’s been in my family for several generations. We’re mostly known for apples, and things like hard cider, apple jam, dried apple and the like. But we also do a fair bit of local business in the spring and summer, for other things we make and grow on the farm.”

    “And why are you here?” she asked.

    “To be honest, business has been slow. I thought it might be wise to visit the capital, to reinvigorate old trading relationships, and see if I could establish commerce with new customers.” He paused, his cheeks pinking as he allowed himself a small, shy smile. “I had no idea I’d have the honor of meeting you,” he said.

    Ichante smiled at him warmly. “Thank you,” she said. She peeked around, making sure there was no chance of being overheard. Satisfied, she leaned forward and spoke in a low voice. “As I mentioned earlier, there’s something I need to speak with the two of you about.”

    Her tone had grown serious, and they exchanged an uneasy glance, before scooting their chairs a bit closer, the better to hear her.

    “As you both probably know, my father is quite ill.”

    They nodded, their eyes riveted on her face.

    She sighed, tapping the table with the tip of her finger. “He’s done his best to hide his condition, but I believe it’s become quite obvious.” She turned her attention towards Connell and stared directly into his eyes, daring him to refute her.

    Connell swallowed, uncomfortable under her gaze. He was used to brown eyes being a comfort, but hers burned with a fierce intensity that made him squirm. “It’s true;” he said. “It’s become quite obvious.”

    She nodded, releasing him from her stare. “What I’m going to tell you next is extremely confidential.” She hesitated, looking from one to the other. “The court physician doesn’t really know what is making him ill.”

    “But that’s absurd,” Connell replied. “Cornelius is renown throughout the kingdom for his skills.”

    “I know,” she said. “That’s the issue. My father, and his entire privy council, believe that if our court physician can’t help him, then no one can.”

    “I’m so sorry,” Giles said quietly.

    She felt touched by the kindness in his eyes, and recalled that he had a child of his own, and so understood some measure of the pain and helplessness she suffered. “Thank you,” she whispered.

    She took a sip of tea, taking a moment to deliberate on how best to continue.

    “Begging your pardon, but why tell us? How can we help?” Connell asked.

    “I’ve heard word that you have a very talented healer in your town,” she replied. She eyed him, watching to see how he would react.

    His eyebrows shot up in astonishment. “Naima?” he said.

    “The very same,” she replied.

    “It’s true, she’s quite talented.” He paused, glancing nervously at Giles. “But I would never claim that she could do more than your court physician.”

    “And you would do well to never make such a claim,” she replied.

    “Why do you think she could help?” he asked.

    “I have my reasons. I also have a few questions.”

    “Please,” he replied. “Anything.”

    “First, can you tell me a bit about her?”

    “Well, she’s a phenomenal healer,” Connell began. “She’s filled the post since, well, how long do you think Giles?”

    “Maybe twenty-five, perhaps thirty years?” Giles replied.

    “And was she trained by your previous healer?” Ichante asked.

    Connell frowned. “Oh, no,” he replied. “No, before Naima we were sorely in need. Our last healer had died a few years prior. I was about your age when that happened. It threw the whole town into a panic, and I remember folks would travel to Nuvolen for the help they needed. It was a tough time.”

    “Where did she come from, then?”

    Connell glanced at Giles, his eyebrows raised.

    “Nobody really knows,” Giles replied. “Somewhere…else. She’s quite vague about her past. All I know is that she learned the healing arts from her mother.”

    “It’s true,” Connell said. “She’s rather private, and keeps mostly to herself. She doesn’t even live in town, at least not technically.”

    “Where does she live, then?” Ichante asked.

    “Oh, close enough. On the bluff, just to the south of town.” He paused, meeting her eyes. “I don’t want you to get the wrong idea. Though she may keep to herself, she’s very generous when it comes to helping folks, and she’s kind, even if a little tough sometimes.”

    Ichante smiled, waving her hand in dismissal. “I don’t think poorly on people who are private. I do have a couple more questions, though.”

    “Anything,” Connell said.

    “Her methods, would you call them normal?” She felt her heart race in anticipation of his answer, but maintained a calm demeanor.

    “I don’t know about normal,” Connell replied. He glanced briefly towards Giles, but Giles merely shrugged his shoulders. “But they work,” he continued as he turned back towards Ichante. “Besides, who am I to say what normal is?”

    She smiled, feeling the tension in her chest relax a little bit. “I wholeheartedly agree,” she said. “And, you say she’s filled the post for the past twenty-five, and possibly thirty, years. I wonder, how old is she? And does her health permit her to travel long distances?”

    Connell looked up towards the ceiling, a crease forming between his eyebrows as he silently counted back the years. It was amusing, she thought, to see such a great bear of a man looking so pensive, but she suppressed her smile.

    “I believe she’s in her mid-fifties,” he mused. “Though to be honest I’m not entirely sure. And in terms of travel, she’s in quite good health. Far better than me! She treats a number of people in the surrounding villages, and some of them are a good half-day, or even a full-day’s, ride away.”

    “I see,” she murmured.

    Connell leaned forward and dropped his voice. “Would His Majesty allow a simple town healer to treat him?” he asked.

    Ichante sighed, meeting his gaze. “In all honesty, I don’t know.”

    “Would you like us to speak with her?” he asked.

    “No, not yet,” she replied. She took another sip of tea, thinking. “I need to speak with my father some more, and try to convince him to consider seeing somebody else.” She paused, looking from one to the other. “I’d prefer you didn’t speak of this with anyone else.”

    “Of course,” Connell replied.

    She pushed up out of her chair and grabbed her cloak. Pausing, she smiled down at them. “It’s been a pleasure speaking with you both,” she said.

    Giles stood, anxious to be of more help. “If there’s anything I can ever do,” he said.

    “I will be sure to ask. Thank you for taking the time to meet with me.”

    “It was a great honor,” Giles replied. He pushed his spectacles up higher on his nose, beaming at her through the clear lenses.

    Connell likewise rose and gave a slight bow. “And for me as well,” he said.

    Ichante wrapped her cloak around her shoulders and slipped on her gloves. With a final nod, she turned and pulled her hood forward so that it covered her head. Outside, the sun still shone, forcing her to squint from its reflection on the snow. The shops up and down the block were bustling with activity, and she glanced left and right, to make sure no one had noticed her, before stepping out onto the road. She didn’t notice a hooded figure who was lingering in a shop across the way, nor did she notice as the figure followed her down the street, making sure to keep at least ten paces between them.

    She wound through the avenues, thinking over the conversation she’d just had. How could she broach the topic with her father? She wasn’t even sure if the healing Naima performed involved magic, though it certainly seemed likely given her proclivity for privacy. But even if she were sure, her father had undoubtedly made it clear that any discussion on the subject was forthwith prohibited. She knew from past experiences how he prided himself on filling the palace with the best cooks, the best performers, and certainly the best healers that the kingdom had to offer. He would not take kindly to the notion of a lowly town healer being better equipt to tend to him than the distinguished physician he had in his employ.

    Ichante sighed, stopping to linger in front of a shop. Through the window her eyes alighted on a display of cuckoo clocks, carved in the most elaborate designs. Behind her, the hooded figure slipped into an alley, and peered around the corner, watching her. She stilled, sensing a presence, and looked behind her. She scanned the road, her eyes narrowed for something out of place. A scuffle of movement caught her attention from a nearby alley. She paused, staring, but whatever it was had disappeared around the corner. Unnerved, she began to walk in that direction, her eyes wary as they stayed fixed on the spot where she thought she’d seen the movement. She felt for the dagger that she kept strapped around her thigh, checking to make sure she had easy access to it. Satisfied, she slowed her steps as she neared the corner, and tentatively peered around the edge of the building.

    “Lorcan!” she cried. She threw her hands up in exasperation. “What are you doing here?”

    As he pushed back the heavy hood of his cloak, he tried to grin, but he felt so guilty that his face merely twitched. “It seemed like a nice day for a walk,” he said weakly.

    “You were following me! You gave me such a fright!” she exclaimed.

    He seemed to recover himself, and stood up taller, his voice growing firm as he recalled why he had been forced to lurk about. “I’m sorry, Ichante,” he said. He spread his hands out in a show of entreaty. “You were acting so unaccountably queer, and I got worried. I wanted to make sure you were all right.”

    “Lorcan, that’s ridiculous. First of all, I’m allowed to have private correspondence that I don’t share with you. I barely know you!”

    He made as if to interrupt, but she held her hand up, silencing him. “It’s true, and you know it. Even if we’ve had a pleasant time these last few days, we barely know each other. Playing together as children during your infrequent visits to the palace doesn’t count. In any case, that’s a complete lie that you followed me to make sure I was safe. Why did you follow me?”

    She glared at him, and for a brief moment he felt as if she might pounce on him, like a wildcat in the woods. He quailed under her gaze and looked away, afraid to speak.

    She forced herself to keep her voice low, though her blood was rising to a quick boil. “Answer me,” she whispered.

    He cringed at her tone, knowing a command when he heard one. He shuffled from one foot to the other, hesitantly looking up. “Ichante, really, this is too much. I didn’t mean any harm.”

    “Lorcan, answer my question.”

    “I got jealous,” he muttered.

    “Of what?” she asked.

    “When you received that note, I thought that perhaps you were meeting another suitor. And then you threw it in the fire, and it only fed my fears.”

    “Why would it matter if I were meeting a suitor?” she asked.

    “Because I thought you were considering me for marriage,” he said.

    “I am considering you, but that doesn’t mean that I am committed to you. There is a difference. Nor does it mean that I owe you any explanation with regards to the things I do or the people I see.”

    “I disagree,” he said. His voice trembled from the sheer effort it took to defy her, but he held her gaze, unwilling to betray his own feelings.

    “Lorcan!” she cried. “What is this jealousy in you? I don’t recognize you.”

    “I don’t know,” he mumbled as he rubbed his hands over his face.

    She reached out to rest a hand on his shoulder, and at the slight contact, he flung his hands down, staring at her with a half-feral look in his eyes.

    “You just make me so crazy! One moment, we seem made for each other, and the next you’re pulling away. I don’t understand, and it’s making me do and feel things that are not natural to me.”

    “Oh, Lorcan,” she said with a sigh. His hair had fallen in front of his face, and she reached up to brush it back, tucking it behind his ear. “We do get on nicely, and I greatly appreciate your friendship, but it hasn’t gone beyond that for me. I am willing to see if it will, but that’s all I can do.”

    “I know. I know,” he grumbled. “You’ve been clear about that. I just didn’t expect to care for you as much as I do. And certainly not in the brief time since I’ve been back at the palace.”

    She peered up at him, exasperated by his antics and yet endeared by his honesty. “Come,” she said. “Let’s get a drink.”

    She tucked her arm into the crook of his elbow, slowly leading him down first one street, and then another. Soon, they had arrived at The Corwin, the tavern that she had frequented in the days before he had arrived.

    “Aren’t you worried about being recognized?” he whispered as they entered.

    The lamps were lit throughout the tavern, just as they always were. A handful of tables were occupied, mostly at the far end of the room. Two women sat at the counter, talking amicably with the bartender. Around the pool table, a small group of men and one woman were gathered, laughing at a joke one of them was telling.

    Ichante smiled at the sound of their laughter, and shook her head. “No. I’ve been here before. People see what they want to see. Besides, whenever I make a formal appearance I’m always in a dress or gown, not in pants with my hair undone and full of tangles.”

    She grinned up at him, and Lorcan felt his chest unwind, his breath coming more naturally. He reached out to touch the edge of her mouth. “It’s good to see you smile at me,” he said. “When you were angry with me, I feared I’d never see your smile again.”

    She bumped against him playfully, making him veer off course. “Come now, I wasn’t that angry.”

    He smiled, grateful to feel her affection for him again. “Nearly,” he said.

    They approached the bar, and she beckoned to the bartender. He smiled when he saw her and quickly came over. He was drying a glass, and set it down on the counter.

    “What can I get you, m’lady? The usual?” he asked.

    “Perhaps not,” she said thoughtfully. “Do you have any hard cider?”

    “Sadly, no. Not for the past few years.”

    “Why not?” she asked.

    “I used to get it from a farm about fifty miles inland from here. But the farm changed ownership, and the quality went downhill.”

    “And you couldn’t find another supplier?”

    He shrugged and reached for the glass he had been drying. “Most farmers don’t frequent the capital, unless they already have established business. And it’s hard for me to find time to get away and visit anywhere else, especially since my wife had a child.”

    “Listen,” she said. “I have a friend who owns an apple farm in Mjönes. He’s here in Nuvolen as we speak. I’ll send him by tomorrow, and perhaps you two could talk?”

    The barkeeper tilted his head to the side, smiling at her unexpected kindness. “That would be most appreciated, m’lady,” he replied.

    She rapped her knuckles on the counter. “Good,” she said. “His name is Giles.”

    “Thank you, m’lady,” he said.

    She nodded, smiling.

    “Will it be the usual, then?” he asked.

    “Yes, and whatever my friend here wants.”

    Lorcan eyed her speculatively, wondering that she was on such familiar terms with the barkeeper. “I’ll have an amber ale,” he said.

    “Coming right up, sir.”

    They took their drinks through the archway, and settled on a long couch with a low table in front of it. Lorcan glanced around, unsettled by the atmosphere. A rough looking man with bushy eyebrows and big arms entered the tavern, immediately making his way towards the pool table. Watching him, Lorcan felt thankful that Ichante had picked a spot that was far from them.

    “Interesting place,” he remarked as he took a sip of his drink.

    She shrugged.

    “And why do you seem to know the barkeeper so well?” he asked.

    “Because I come here sometimes,” she said. “He’s always been nice to me.”

    “And why would you come here?”

    “Oh, Lorcan, stop it.”

    “What?” he asked.

    “You’re starting to act more like my father, and less like my friend.”

    “I just think this place is a little rough! That’s all.”

    “Listen, Lorcan, can we just talk?”

    “Fine,” he said. He took another sip from his tankard. “What is your regular drink, anyways?”

    Her eyes twinkled with laughter. “You really want to know?” she asked.

    Curious, he sat forward. “Yes,” he said.

    She handed her tankard across to him. He lifted it to his nose, sniffing. Surprised, he took a tentative sip.

    “Your regular drink is water?” he said incredulously.

    “Indeed,” she replied. She grinned as she took her tankard back. “I like to keep my wits about me, especially because, as you say, this place can sometimes be a little rough.”

    “That does make me feel a bit better,” he grumbled.

    “Oh, come off it!” she exclaimed as she swatted at his arm. “This place is fine. Full of reputable characters who don’t skulk in alleys and spy on unsuspecting women.”

    He shifted uncomfortably, noticeably looking away.

    “So, were you ever going to tell me that you were following me?” she asked.

    He paused mid sip, wishing she hadn’t asked. In fact, he wished she could just forget about it. He wiped his hand across his mouth. “Yes. Most likely,” he said.

    “I see,” she replied. She traced her finger around the rim of her tankard, letting her eyes drift towards the clear water inside. “It’s just that I thought you were honest with me, and now I feel more hesitant about trusting you.”

    “Ichante, you can trust me with anything.”

    “Can I?” she asked. She looked up suddenly, meeting his gaze straight on. “I’m not so sure anymore. That was a pretty foolish thing to do.”

    “Who were those men anyways? The men in the teashop. They looked familiar.”

    “Oh, no,” she said. She shook her head, placing her tankard down with a heavy clank. “You don’t get to ask me questions.”

    “Listen, I made a mistake. I should have told you I was feeling jealous the moment I felt it, instead of letting it fester and make me do senseless things. But can’t we move past that?”

    “Lorcan, I don’t know. I really don’t! Last night, when you kissed my hand at the high table, that was inappropriate, but I could let it go. But today? That was too much.”

    He leaned forward, his hand snaking across the space between them to grip hers. “I won’t do it anymore,” he said. “I won’t act in any way unbefitting a friendship. I promise.”

    His eyes were wide and imploring, and she felt the thin casing that had formed around her heart begin to crack. She pulled her hand out of his grasp, sighing as she looked away, unwilling to keep eye contact while she deliberated.

    “All right,” she finally said. She fixed him with her stare, holding a single finger up to emphasize her point. “But Lorcan, if I’m going to trust you, you can’t do things like that.”

    “I understand,” he said. He slumped back against the couch, relieved that she had forgiven him.

    Ichante watched him, wondering if he truly regretted his actions, or merely their repercussions. She thought back over their interactions since he had arrived at the palace, slowly realizing that previous to this moment, she had trusted him implicitly.

    “I was meeting those men because of my father,” she said.

    “What?” he said in surprise. Intrigued, he leaned forward. “But why?”

    She hesitated, glancing around. They were still the only people on that side of the tavern. “You know how ill my father is. Everybody does.”

    He nodded.

    She took another sip of water before continuing. “I know how you feel about the court physician, but he’s not helping. He doesn’t even know what’s wrong.”

    “Are you sure?” he asked.

    “Absolutely. It’s confidential, per my father’s command. He doesn’t want anyone to know that there’s no hope. He’s worried it could cause unrest amongst the nobles, and invite unwanted threats if any of the distant kingdoms hear word of his health, both of which we can’t really deal with at the moment. I mean, for goodness sake, we’ve had peace for over fifty years!”

    “That’s terrible, Ichante. I’m so sorry.”

    She held her hand up, stopping him. “I’m not telling you any of this to get your sympathy. I’m telling you, so that you can understand what I’ve been up to.”

    “I don’t follow.”

    “Lorcan, do you believe in magic?”

    His lips twitched in an involuntary smile, and though he quickly forced his mouth to stillness, she understood the implied meaning.

    “Well, I do,” she said. “And I’m trying to find someone who can help him.”

    “Ichante, it’s a waste of time. Everyone knows that magic only exists in the stories, and that maegkana are about as real as faeries.”

    “I’m not so sure about that. And in any case, what do I have to lose by supposedly wasting my time in search of help? Even if it’s from an unlikely source?”

    “Because you’ll set yourself up for more pain. If you keep looking for the impossible, your heart will just hurt all the more when you realize how futile it is. Spend this time with your father! Not harboring some fanciful notion of saving him with magic. Who knows how much time you have left?”

    “I thought you’d understand,” she said.

    “You mean, because I lost my father two years ago?”

    She nodded.

    “I told you, our physician did everything he could. There was nothing more to do. It was just my father’s time to die, and the sooner I came to terms with that, the sooner I could find peace in my heart. I didn’t spend the last months of his life fruitlessly searching for a dream! I spent it with him. You owe your father the same.”

    She looked away, furious at his response.

    “Who were those men anyways?” he asked.

    “No one of consequence,” she replied. Her tone was flat, giving nothing away. “As you said, it was a futile attempt to find something that might help. It was nothing but a dead end.”

    “Well, good,” he said. “I’m glad of it. Hopefully, this means you can let it go.”

    She smiled as she looked back at him, though she felt full of barely suppressed rage. She was angry that no one would take her seriously, especially him, and disappointed in his unwillingness to believe in something radically different. In truth, she was hurt that he was unwilling to believe in her.

    “Yes,” she said. “You’re right. Now I can let it go.”

    He nodded, pleased. He lifted his tankard and took one final long drink. “Are you ready to go back to the palace?” he asked.

    “I’ll meet you there,” she said. “I’m not quite finished with my drink, and I’d like some time to think about what you said.”

    He nodded and stood up. “I’ll still see you for dinner?” he asked.

    “Of course,” she replied. “At six o’clock.”

    He smiled, wrapping himself in his cloak. He glanced around, the smile dropping off his face as his eyes settled on the men by the pool table. “You’re quite sure you’ll be safe on your own?”

    “I’ll be fine, Lorcan. I’ll see you back at the palace.”

    He nodded, and slowly made his way through the tables.

    Ichante watched his retreating figure until he had disappeared outside. She took another long drink, churning the water around inside her mouth before swallowing. Standing, she wandered over to the dartboard, eyeing the target pensively. She picked up the darts, rolling them around between her fingers.

    She glanced around, wishing Saskia would suddenly appear. How she longed to talk with her right now! She aimed at the dartboard, swiftly moving her wrist back and forth and releasing the dart. It landed in the center of the target.

    She closed her eyes, trying to suppress the influx of tears that threatened to overwhelm her. She had started to open her heart to him! She had considered sharing her most intimate secrets with him! And he had squashed her one last hope as if it had been a bug. She opened her eyes, furious. Aiming at the target, she flitted her wrist back and forth, and released, landing yet another dart in the center of the target.

    She collapsed in a chair, holding the third dart, almost tenderly, to her chest. She thought about Saskia, and the way she had come running to tell her about Naima. Saskia’s eyes had been so warm and willing to listen. And her hands! Goodness, her hands as they had plunged into Ichante’s hair had felt like so much more than desire; it had felt like a promise. Ichante closed her eyes, relishing the memory of being so seen and wanted for herself, in all her fullness, including this impossible hope.

    She placed the dart down on the table, and with sudden resolve, stood up. She would never marry Lorcan. Of that, she was certain. She had been willing to give her heart the chance to love him, but that was gone now. All she had time for, all she was willing to consider, were people who could respect and affirm the quiet, secret, powerful turnings of her heart. She turned towards the door, setting her jaw. This afternoon she would speak with her father, and come what may, she would find a way to heal him.

    

  
    Chapter Thirteen

     

    
     

    The Vow

     

    Ichante journeyed back to the palace with a much heavier heart than she had carried into the city. The prospect of seeing her father, with the knowledge that he already didn’t believe her, weighed like an anvil on her heart. Not more than the idea of losing him, however, and she marched with a lifted chin and steely eyes. A number of people tried to greet her as she passed them by, but at the look on her face, their hands faltered, and their salutations turned into forced coughs.

    The passageways seemed longer than usual, her steps somehow slower, though in actuality she walked at her usual pace. The sounds she heard seemed vague, as if she were hearing them from a long way off, or from the other side of a dream. Someone called her name, but she flinched away, as if shaking off a fly. It was only the voice of Saskia that pulled her attention into the present. She was near to her father’s chambers when she heard it, and she paused, wondering if she had imagined it, as her heart sorely longed to see her face.

    “Your Highness,” Saskia repeated.

    Ichante shook her head, breaking the spell of determination that had propelled her home. Saskia was standing in a nook, tucked just out of sight from the corridor. The corners of her eyes were creased with worry.

    “Saskia,” Ichante breathed.

    Saskia reached for her hand, and Ichante allowed herself to be pulled down a narrow corridor she had forgotten existed. It wound towards the center of the tower, and as it didn’t have any windows and the wall brackets had yet to be lit, it was quite dim. In fact, as she looked around, noting the many cobwebs, she wondered if they were ever lit. Saskia led her to an out-of-the-way room, filled with old books with cracked spines, and what appeared to be ten years’ worth of dust. A large square table sat in its center, while a small, circular skylight was positioned at the height of the room, allowing a faint amount of light inside.

    “Where are we?” Ichante asked.

    “You haven’t been here before?”

    Ichante shook her head and slowly gazed around.

    Saskia let go of her hand and moved to stand in front of one of the bookcases. “I don’t know,” she said. “I found this room last week. The books are filled with old stories, forgotten stories, of another world I think.”

    Ichante walked around the room, peering at the worn titles of the books and reaching out from time to time to tentatively touch a cover.

    “I wonder if my father knows of this place,” she murmured.

    “I was told it was forbidden to come here. The door was locked, but I gave it a strong shove and it opened,” Saskia said.

    Ichante glanced over at her, intrigued that she would feel the impulse to explore a long-forgotten room. “Why did you come here?” she asked.

    “To be honest, I don’t really know. I had a feeling that there was something here worth knowing, and I couldn’t shake the feeling from my mind.”

    Ichante smirked and looked back at the nearest bookcase. “I can definitely relate to that,” she said.

    When Saskia didn’t reply, Ichante glanced over to see what she was doing. Saskia was standing against the opposite wall, watching her with marked curiosity; there was an uncommon depth in her gaze that extended past the superficial layers, and after a moment, Ichante began to feel strangely self-conscious. There was a presence in Saskia’s eyes, a tender purpose, that went beyond the habitual regard Ichante was accustomed to. With a rush of insight, Ichante realized that she was no longer alone in the world, and that this beautiful woman was looking at her as if she were a whole person, and not merely a royal. It was shocking to be seen for herself, and not just as a mistress, or a princess, or even a girl. She felt tears spring to her eyes, sensing that she could trust her, share with her more than she’d ever shared with anyone. She strode across the room and pulled Saskia into her arms.

    Saskia pressed her ear against Ichante’s chest, listening to the rapid beating of her heart. “You’re scared,” she whispered. “Why are you scared?”

    “I’ve discovered who Naima is, and I’m scared my father won’t listen to me. I’m scared of what I might do.”

    “What do you mean?” Saskia pulled back so that she could look up into her face.

    “I’ve disobeyed my father from time to time, but always in small things. Somehow, this is different. This feels connected to some deeper longing, or knowing; I can’t decide which. But in either case, he is in essential opposition to it, and I worry that if I disobey him, he may not look at me the same way ever again.”

    “But why do you think? Why wouldn’t he listen to you?”

    “Because it challenges something deep inside of him, though I don’t exactly know what or why.” Ichante glanced around, narrowing her eyes as she peered at the faded titles on the books. “I wonder if he’s the one behind this secret room.”

    “Ichante,” Saskia said. She lifted a hand to touch the princess’ face, tracing the firm line of her jaw. “How can I help?”

    “You already do.”

    “What happened today?” Saskia whispered.

    Ichante sighed, pulling away. “I met with my cousin, Lorcan.”

    Saskia’s mouth tightened. There were rumors she’d heard from the other servants in the palace, rumors she tried not to be jealous of. She lengthened her spine and raised her chin, readying herself to learn the truth about the princess’ feelings. “It’s said that he’s come to marry you,” she remarked.

    “I will never marry him,” Ichante declared.

    Saskia gasped and took a full step back. She had never seen Ichante’s eyes look so hard, and it frightened her. “What did he do?” she asked.

    “He tricked me into trusting him. I started to share my feelings with him about my father, and my thoughts about magic, and he scolded me. How dare he! How dare he tear down the truth in my heart, or the will of my spirit!” She tightened her hands into fists, wishing she could break something, wishing she could take back everything she’d ever told him that was tender, or true.

    Saskia took a tentative step closer, and reached out to touch Ichante’s arm. “I’m sorry he did that.”

    Ichante looked at her, and her anger faded away in an instant. “Oh, Saskia!” she cried, as she wrapped her arms around the other woman and buried her nose in her silky, dark hair. “I don’t know what we’re doing, you and me, but right now there’s nowhere I’d rather be than here, with you.”

    Saskia allowed herself to be pulled into Ichante’s arms, closing her eyes as relief washed over her.

    “Can you come to me, tonight?” Ichante whispered.

    A smile rushed to Saskia’s lips, like the sun bursting forth from behind the clouds. “What time?” she asked.

    “Late. I’m to have dinner with Lorcan at six o’clock. Hopefully he won’t stay too long, but just to be safe, wait until the clock strikes nine.”

    Saskia looked up to find her smile reflected back on Ichante’s handsome face. “I’ll be there,” she said.

    Ichante traced the curve of her mouth, relishing the soft plumpness of her bottom lip. She leaned down and gently kissed her, inhaling the earthy scent of Saskia’s skin as their kiss lengthened. After what seemed like minutes, Ichante pulled away, feeling wobbly all over.

    “How I wish it was night already,” she murmured.

    “Me too,” Saskia whispered. She swiftly kissed Ichante on the cheek before turning away and disappearing out into the corridor.

    Ichante dallied a few moments, savoring the lingering taste of Saskia’s lips on her mouth. By the time she was ready to leave, the sun had begun to set, leaving the room in quickly dimming light. She glanced around, peering at the dust-covered walls of books, her eyes hardening at what she thought she would find when she opened them. She was tired of secrets, tired of her intuitions being shunted aside. It was time, she thought: time to finally speak to her father, whether he wanted to listen to her or not. She looked towards the door, squaring her shoulders, and prepared herself for the conversation to come.

     

    
     

    When she arrived in her father’s chambers, he was meeting with the court physician, Cornelius, a tall, bony man with a brown pointed beard. Cornelius glanced her way, his eyes distant and cold, but she wasn’t surprised; she knew that he cared for her about as much as she did for him. If only he would admit to not being the ultimate source of knowledge, it would free her father to seek help elsewhere!

    She nodded to him in acknowledgment, repressing the physical urge to spit out the bitter taste that had filled her mouth. He leant down, whispering into her father’s ear. She bit her tongue, forcing herself to remain out of earshot. Gustav nodded, wincing in pain at the slight movement.

    The physician stood up, giving a slight bow before turning on his heels and walking towards the door. He stared at her coolly as he passed, and she shivered as she met his eyes. And then he was gone, and the door was closed, leaving her all alone with her father.

    “Ichante,” Gustav murmured. “Come closer, Daughter. Tell me what brings you to visit your father.”

    She sat on the edge of the bed, holding his hand in hers.

    “Your cousin, Lorcan, was by earlier. He seemed pleased. I hope you two are getting on well.”

    “Father, that’s not why I’ve come,” she said.

    “Tell me, my daughter, what is it?” His eyes were warm and full of love, even as they displayed a degree of pain she found crushing to behold.

    “How bad is it today?” she asked.

    “Pretty bad,” he replied. “I must have overextended myself last night. I thought the announcement went well, however. Didn’t you?”

    “Yes, Father.”

    “Tell me, Ichante. I know there’s something you’re not saying.”

    “Father, I think I’ve found someone who may be able to help you.”

    His eyes had been drooping closed, but they blinked open, revealing a sharpness of intellect not the least bit dulled by pain. “Of whom do you speak?” he asked.

    “A woman named Naima. She’s the healer in Mjönes.”

    He smiled, closing his eyes again. “Ichante, I don’t think someone like that could help me.”

    Her anger, which she had pushed to the back of her mind while in Saskia’s presence, began to rise. She couldn’t believe how utterly dismissive he was. She gritted her teeth, forcing her voice to remain calm. “Why not?” she asked.

    “You know why not, child. How did you even hear about her?”

    “I’ve been asking around, trying to find someone who could help. I think she can, Father!”

    “What makes you think that?”

    “I just have a feeling!”

    Gustav opened his eyes, peering at her. “Is this something to do with magic again?”

    “Yes, Father. I met a man who said she could help you.”

    “The one who can sometimes see the future?”

    “Yes.”

    He pulled his hand away, the effort causing him more pain. “Ichante,” he said. His tone was admonishing, and she felt the sting of it before he’d said anything more. However, she gave him stare for stare, and when she didn’t back down, his eyes grew hard and angry. “My daughter, you must let this go.”

    “Why do you refuse to consider anything different?”

    “Because I know better.”

    Unbidden, the memory of the dim corridor came to mind, layered with dust and rife with cobwebs. On pure instinct she asked, “Does this have something to do with the locked room filled with falling apart books?”

    He paled, and went momentarily speechless. The look on his face seemed almost fearful. He opened his mouth, and closed it again, all the while staring at her. “How did you find that room?” he finally sputtered.

    “Well, does it?”

    “You should never have found that room.”

    “Why? What secrets does it hold?”

    “Things better left to the past. Like magic.”

    She felt stilled to the center of her core, and gaped at him, as if he were an impossibility come to life. The words he’d just spoken, the reality that they implied, were too much for her to comprehend all at once.

    “Yes, you heard me,” he growled.

    His voice was harsh and brittle, and she couldn’t help but wince. It woke her from the shock of a moment before, and a burning heat took root in her belly, reaching slowly up towards her throat. She felt her nostrils flare as the heat rose higher, coursing through her like an unexpected wind, and she gripped fast onto her thigh, just to have something to hold onto. Her voice was a forced calm when next she spoke.

    “What do you mean when you say, like magic?”

    He glowered at her, but she didn’t shrink from his gaze. Instead, she glared back, pouring all the anger, frustration, and desperation she had felt over the last many months into the look she gave him. He sighed, collapsing back against the bed as all the fight drained out of him.

    “Sometimes you look just like your mother.”

    “Answer me,” she commanded.

    At her tone, he clenched his jaw, but refrained from chiding her. “The books hold the ancient history of Staerjka.”

    “I thought I’d read the history.”

    “No. The books carry a forgotten history, one best left in the past.”

    “I don’t understand.”

    He sighed, pointing towards the glass of water resting on the bedside table. She picked it up and gave it to him, ready to help should he lose strength in his hands. Once done, he handed it back to her.

    “Honestly, I should have told all this to you before I named you as my successor. Listen to me, Ichante.”

    She stared at him, waiting.

    “Long ago, magic did exist in Staerjka. But like many kingdoms where it has naturally sprouted up from the earth, it was complicated.”

    “How?”

    “People are neither good nor evil. I know that. The same is true of those who wield magic. But there were some who were quite powerful, and they carried a darkness in their hearts. They wielded magic for evil, and it nearly destroyed the kingdom.”

    “What happened?”

    “An uprising comprised entirely of maegkana. They tried to take control of the kingdom, terrorizing everyone who didn’t have the gift of magic. It lasted for many years, and countless lives were lost. Even the queen, and all three heirs to the throne, were killed. And then as fate would have it, in their darkest hour, King Nikolaj learned of an extraordinary jewel, one that could destroy magic and restore peace to the realm. It came at a great cost, but it was well worth the price.”

    “I don’t understand. What jewel? What do you mean, a great cost?”

    “He could see that Staerjka was on the verge of collapse. So, he took matters into his own hands.”

    “How?”

    “He had learned of a sacred jewel, long guarded by a secret order of priestesses. Only a handful of maegkana knew about it. It acted as a conduit of magic between the maegkana and the magic in the earth. Once he found it, he destroyed it, cleaving it in two. He thought it would only do away with magic, and thus end the rebellion. But in the moment that the stone was broken, all the maegkana born of Staerjka died.”

    She stared at him, her eyes wide with horror. He calmly gazed back at her, waiting for her to come to grips with what he had said before continuing. She looked down into her lap, overwhelmed by the implications of such an event.

    “That’s horrible!” she finally cried. “Every maegka killed, whether guilty or innocent of wrongdoing! What right did he have to do such a thing?”

    “He didn’t know they would die, Ichante! He thought he had found a way to rid the kingdom of magic peacefully. You must understand, people were dying by the hundreds, whole villages burned to the ground, and nothing else could come close to stopping the violence. It was a terrible price, but worth it in the end. Once they were gone, Staerjka had a chance to start over, without the chaos of magic. He destroyed all historical reference to the past, no matter how small, and over time magic was forgotten. And once the jewel was broken, there was no chance that magic could ever take root again.”

    “But that’s impossible! I don’t understand how it could work. As the years passed, wouldn’t there eventually have been children who were born with magic?”

    He shook his head, grimacing with pain. “No. When he did away with the bond, he kept that from being able to happen.”

    “But how?”

    “Because blood is tied to the land. Any child conceived of in this realm will be born without magic.”

    Again, she stared at him, stunned that anyone could have that much power; incensed that anyone would dare interfere with the will of the gods and the natural born gifts they would have otherwise bestowed. To be robbed of one’s birthright, to be forever at odds with one’s own destiny! She couldn’t imagine a worse punishment. “That’s so cruel,” she whispered.

    He looked away, unwilling to face the anguish in her eyes. “King Nikolaj recorded the history in those books, and locked them in that room. As the years passed, and magic did not return to the land, he grew certain that he had cast it out forever. Though all his children had died in the uprising, he still had a grandson. Once the child grew old enough and could understand all that had happened, the king demanded that he uphold the secret, and hopefully keep peace in the kingdom. And so he did. As the reign passed from father to son, over and again with each generation, the story has been retold, and the promise demanded to maintain the suppression of magic, and keep Staerjka safe. When my father grew to manhood, he too was told the secret, and gave the same vow when he assumed the throne, just as I did when the reign passed to me.”

    Ichante was utterly speechless. Her father reached out to clasp her hand. She was too stunned to pull away, even though, for the first time in all her memory, the touch of his skin felt repellent to her.

    “I know that magic is a presence in other realms,” he continued, “though I’ve done my best to suppress knowledge of that here. I don’t know how much longer I can, however, because more and more foreign born maegkana are arriving with each passing year, tainting our beautiful kingdom, our sacred island, with their use of magic.”

    She yanked her hand away in disgust. “People are coming here because it’s safer than the realms from which they are fleeing!” Her voice shook from the effort to stand up to her father, but she couldn’t remain silent, not when he was voicing such hateful sentiments. “They’re coming to survive. To try and live with some measure of dignity and peace. They’re not coming to taint our land, as you so heartlessly put it.”

    “I understand that. But if it persists, if magic continues to grow in Staerjka, then it must be hunted down.”

    “But why? They’re running for their lives! That’s why they come here!”

    “As I said, I understand that, my daughter. I do. I’m sure there are many who practice magic, who do so with the best of intentions. But there will always be those who practice it with evil in mind, because that’s just how people are. If they were just normal people, that would be one thing. But magic is something else entirely, and I can’t let it spread out of control.”

    “This is insane!” she cried. “You would be a murderer!”

    “Sometimes, when you’re king, you have to do things that break your own heart.”

    “I would never!” she spat. She stood up roughly and moved well out of arm’s reach. His visage, which had been a source of love all her life, grew ugly in her eyes, and she wondered if she had ever known him at all.

    He gazed at her appraisingly, watching the torrent of emotions so blatant on her face. “Then you may not be queen,” he finally said.

    She doubled over, feeling as if she had taken a blow to her body. “What are you saying?” she gasped.

    “That if you can’t make the vow that I did, then I will name someone else as my successor to the throne.”

    “Father!” she cried. “How could you?”

    “I love you Ichante, more than I love my own life. You are the center of my heart, and you have been ever since your mother passed away. But I have a responsibility to the kingdom that supersedes my love for you. I am sorry, my daughter.”

    She stumbled across the room and clutched at the windowpane, leaning heavily on it as she looked outside. The sky had grown quite dark, and already a number of stars dotted its surface. She bit her lip so hard that she broke the skin, and a moment later she could taste the metallic tang of blood as it pooled beneath her tongue.

    “Ichante, come back,” he called.

    She could hear the pain in his voice, and though a part of her longed to never look on his face again, she couldn’t deny the pull of her heart. She returned and stood over his bed, looking down on his face with barely repressed disdain.

    He smiled ruefully up at her. “You’ve never looked at me like that before,” he said. “I had hoped to die without ever seeing that look on your face. I think that’s why I delayed in telling you.”

    “Oh, Father!” she cried. She sat on the bed once again, and took his hand in hers.

    “Nothing is decided yet, my daughter. I know this was a lot for you to take in. Please, read the books, think about it. But don’t take too long—I don’t know how much time I have left.”

    “You won’t send for Naima, then?” she asked. She couldn’t help herself, even after everything she’d just learned. She couldn’t help but care for him with every fiber of her being.

    He sank back against the pillows, relieved that she still loved him. “I don’t plan to, but you never know how I’ll feel when I get closer to death’s door.”

    “What if I went to retrieve her? Then it wouldn’t be as if you commanded it. No one need even know.”

    “It’s possible. Read the books first, though. Particularly, King Nikolaj’s account of his reign. Please.”

    “I will,” she replied.

    “Good.” He reached up to touch her face, running his finger along the edge of her jawline. “I never told your mother any of this. It’s a relief to finally tell you.”

    She felt her stomach clench, but fought the urge to pull away. He sighed, letting his hand drop.

    “Go now,” he said. “I need to rest.”

    She stood, her body trembling with emotion. She watched as he closed his eyes, and waited until his breathing slowly deepened. Soon, he was in a sound sleep. Still, she waited. The stars continued to fill the night sky, a sea of twinkling lights that shone, just on the other side of the windowpane, with never-ending hope. But she didn’t notice. She knew Lorcan would soon be arriving in her chambers, but she didn’t know how she could possibly face him after the conversation she’d just had. She glanced up, looking out the window, her thoughts fixed on the internal storm that had descended on her heart. She squatted down beside the bed, resting her forehead on the edge of the mattress.

    “I won’t let you die,” she whispered. “Not like this. Not after everything you’ve just told me. We need more time.”

    She stood, inhaling deeply. “We need more time,” she repeated, before turning and walking out the door.

     

    
     

    Lorcan was waiting in her chambers when she arrived. He looked splendid, with a fresh outfit and well-groomed, glistening hair. He was standing in front of the fire, staring into the flames when she opened the door. He spun around, ready to greet her with a smile, but his expression quickly turned to one of surprise.

    “Are you just getting back?” he asked. When she merely stared at him, he closed his mouth, silently chastened. He dropped his gaze as he stepped back into a bow. “I apologize, Your Highness,” he said. “That was a very rude manner of greeting.”

    “It’s quite all right, Lorcan.”

    She strode across the room, disappearing into her closet. After a few minutes, she reappeared in a clean black tunic and a dark brown, formfitting bodice. Her hair was still quite disheveled, but he had grown rather endeared to her tangled locks.

    “You look the vision,” he remarked.

    “Shall we?” she said. She nodded towards the table, indicating that he should sit down. Claire had set it for their meal, complete with a single burning candle and a pink rose from the palace greenhouse.

    “Of course,” he replied. “How was the rest of your afternoon?”

    “Highly informative,” she replied. She met his gaze for a moment, but it was too hard to look into his eyes. Instead, she picked up the bottle of wine, and filled their glasses halfway with the deep red vintage. There was something about the simple task that calmed her, providing something for her to focus on besides the thoughts that were rampaging inside her mind.

    He waited for her to expand on what she’d said, but she didn’t. He was on the verge of asking, when there was a knock at the door.

    “Come in,” she commanded.

    Two footmen entered, each carrying a tray laden with food. They quickly set a series of plates down on the table, lifting the covers with a practiced flourish. She thanked them with a subtle nod and smile, and they disappeared as quietly as they had come, leaving them alone once more.

    “This looks delicious,” Lorcan remarked.

    She smiled, but remained silent. He glanced at her, wondering what troubled her, but sensing that he couldn’t ask. The minutes ticked by, and with each passing second the realization slowly sunk in that something intrinsic to their relationship had changed. He stabbed at his food, mulling over what he might say that could draw her out and fix whatever it was that had broken. He thought back on the day, tracing their exchanges, and considering which moments had acted as turning points.

    “I wanted to apologize again,” he said, breaking the silence.

    She looked up, but from the expression in her eyes, he could tell that she was only half listening. Some part of her was far away, and this lack of presence alarmed him more than anything else that had happened all day.

    “I wanted to apologize for being jealous, and following you into the city. That was completely out of line.”

    She stared at him, but didn’t respond. Her mind was moving at such a slow speed that it took a full minute for the words he’d spoken to become more than sound, until eventually they took on meaning. She looked back at her food, taking another bite.

    He waited for her to say something, his heart hammering in his chest. He felt the urge to leap across the table and shake her shoulders, just to elicit some sort of response. But instead he waited, anxiously twisting the napkin in his lap.

    Finally, she swallowed her bite, and looked at him again. “Thank you, Lorcan. I appreciate you saying so.”

    He waited for her to say something more, but she didn’t. “Ichante,” he said, but stopped, uncertain about what more he could say.

    She gazed up at him, mildly interested.

    “I really shouldn’t have done that,” he said.

    “I know,” she replied. “You said.” She reached for the wine bottle and refilled her glass.

    “Is there something else that’s upsetting you? Something more that I’ve done?”

    She stared at him, wondering how he could be so daft. In the days they had been spending time together, he had proven himself to be rather astute. How could he not see the damage of their last conversation? She took a sip from her glass, closing her eyes to better feel the smooth, silky sensation of the wine. If only life were as simple as this feeling, she thought.

    “Ichante,” he said, breaking her reverie.

    She set her wineglass down, and looked directly at him. He cringed under her gaze, feeling the full impact of her wrath. Her eyes could be so expressive!

    “I don’t know what I did,” he said.

    “Do you not recall our conversation in the tavern?” she asked.

    “Of course I do,” he replied.

    “Well, think about it,” she said.

    She turned to her plate, almost as if she were dismissing him, and took another bite of food. He gave a long exhale, doing his best not to yell at her, or say something rude. Instead, he thought back to their conversation.

    They had been talking about her father, and she had mentioned her efforts at attaining help, particularly through magic. His eyes widened at the memory, and at the sudden awareness that he had been dismissive, and rather forceful in telling her what she should do instead. It was then that she had grown quiet, and asked for time to think on her own. He stared at her, watching as she took another bite of food. Beads of sweat formed on his forehead, and he dabbed at them with his crumpled napkin.

    “This is about your father, isn’t it?” he asked.

    She slammed her fork down and glowered at him. “This is about how you treated me when I opened up to you, and shared something secret and extremely close to my heart.”

    He swallowed, searching for something to say.

    “This is about you trivializing my dearest hope, as if I were a child.”

    He started to say something, but she held her hand up, stopping him.

    “This is about you not believing in me,” she hissed. Her voice was low and icy, and it whipped out at him like a shard of glass, cutting him to the bone.

    She pushed away from the table so hard that the chair scraped loudly against the floor, and stormed over to the window, looking out at the clear night sky. The moon had just risen, and she vaguely noticed that it was full. Behind her, Lorcan sat openmouthed, shocked into silence by her words.

    “I think you should go,” she said without turning around.

    He stumbled to his feet, alarmed by the way she was speaking to him. “Ichante,” he said. “This is madness!”

    She twirled around, glaring at him, her brown eyes practically on fire. “What do you mean, madness?”

    “Please,” he said. He took a step forward, careful not to move too quickly lest it startle her. “I apologize. I was wrong not to listen to you. But there must be something more that’s upsetting you! This reaction isn’t warranted!”

    “You are the only thing that is upsetting me!”

    “That can’t be true,” he said as he took another step. “Please, talk to me! Tell me what’s really bothering you.”

    “I’ve told you.”

    “Did anything else happen today, besides our conversation in the tavern? Did you speak with anyone else? Is this about your father?”

    She clenched her jaw, angry that he was right, and turned to face the window.

    He stepped even closer, so that he was nearly within arm’s reach. “Please, Ichante. Say something.”

    “Lorcan, I can’t,” she said. Her eyes were on the verge of tears, and she blinked furiously, willing herself not to cry.

    “I’m so sorry I talked to you the way I did, when we were in the tavern. I should have listened to you. Do you want to talk about it now?”

    He reached out to tentatively touch her arm, but she pulled away.

    “About magic?” he persisted.

    She turned around so that she was facing him, her eyes full of pain.

    “Ichante,” he said. He took another half step forward and reached for her face.

    She closed her eyes, letting him gently stroke her cheek.

    “You can tell me,” he murmured. “You can trust me with anything.”

    At his words, she recalled their conversation in the tavern, and how he had said the exact same thing moments before belittling her. She opened her eyes, feeling the full wrath of the afternoon fill her, everything her father had told her, the untold horrors of all those lives lost, and the atrocious demands her reign would require of her. She felt as if her heart would burst with the helplessness and rage she felt inside, and as she looked at Lorcan, the full force of those feelings slammed into him.

    “Get away from me!” she spat. She shoved him back, pushing him so hard that he stumbled over his feet and nearly fell to the ground.

    His eyes widened in shock, and he gasped, confused that she would ever be so rough with him. “Ichante!” he cried.

    She turned away, her shoulders shaking with sobs.

    “Please!” he cried. He reached out to touch her shoulder, not caring that it might lead to another physical rebuke.

    She yanked out of his reach, wrapping her arms around herself as she continued to sob.

    “I don’t understand!” he cried. “Please, talk to me!”

    “Lorcan,” she sobbed. “I think you should go. You’re right. This isn’t about you.”

    “Talk to me!”

    “I can’t. Please, go. I don’t want to hurt you.”

    He dropped his hand, staring at her quaking body. “I don’t understand,” he said.

    “Lorcan, please go.”

    He pursed his lips as he considered refusing her request. Slowly, her tears subsided, and she turned to face him, her eyes filled with a depth of sadness that overwhelmed him.

    “Please,” she whispered.

    He nodded, taking a half step back. “May I call on you tomorrow?” he asked.

    She stared at him, hesitating. He waited with bated breath, watching the subtle churning of emotions on her face. Finally, she gave a slight, almost imperceptible nod, and he smiled with relief.

    “Tomorrow, then,” he said as he dropped into a deep bow.

    “Tomorrow,” she replied.

    He swiveled around and hurried across the room, trying to leave as quickly as possible lest she change her mind. With one final look behind him, he stepped out into the hall, disappearing from sight.

    She lumbered back to her chair, rubbing the tears from her eyes and thinking about what had just happened. He had been so kind and willing to listen, or at least he’d seemed to be. Had he really regretted his behavior in the tavern? It certainly seemed so. She glanced towards their half-eaten plates, thinking about the overwhelming anger that she had unleashed upon him. Even after she’d done that, he had stayed, willing and wanting to speak with her. Perhaps she had been wrong to be so hasty in dismissing him from her heart. She picked up her wineglass, taking a long sip and letting the smooth, tangy liquid roll around on her tongue.

    As she swallowed, she closed her eyes, thinking about her father. Everything was different, and not in a good way. The entire world as she knew it had been reshaped in a single conversation. She opened her eyes and took another long sip. A wave of dizziness engulfed her, and she wondered if the extremity of her emotions was making her more sensitive to the wine. She put her glass down, and waited for the dizziness to pass.

    She stood up, shaking her head to clear it, and walked towards the door. Outside, one of the footmen stood waiting.

    “We’re done,” she said.

    He gave a short bow and wordlessly entered her chambers. Quickly, he piled the dishes on his tray and cleaned the table in its entirety, save for the candle and the rose, and left.

    She poured herself a glass of water and drank the whole thing down without pausing for air. Satiated, she stumbled towards her bed, collapsing on top of the bedspread, and began to sob. She pressed her mouth against the pillow and screamed, as loudly as she could until her throat was raw from the exertion. The tears poured out, making her pillow wet where her face lay against it.

    Hours passed, and still the tears poured, tumbling out of her like a mountain stream in spring. She didn’t even know how late it was until she felt warm, soft hands gently cradle her head. She let herself be held, taking deep comfort in being slowly rocked back and forth in Saskia’s arms. At times she tried to speak, but all she could manage was a moan.

    Finally, as the clock struck ten, the tears slowly subsided. She was still curled up in Saskia’s arms, her head resting solidly against her chest. She opened her eyes, staring up into the tender, hazel gaze of her lover.

    “I’m sorry,” she mumbled. “I’m so sor—”

    “Shhhh,” Saskia murmured. “It’s all right.” She gently stroked the side of Ichante’s face, tucking wayward strands of hair behind her ear.

    Ichante collapsed against her body, trusting that Saskia would hold her.

    “Can we just sleep tonight?” she rasped. Her voice was raw from hours of crying, and she couldn’t recognize it as her own. She clutched at Saskia’s dress, pressing her face into her soft, warm bosom.

    “Of course,” Saskia whispered. “Of course we can.”

    

  
    Chapter Fourteen

     

    
     

    A Royal Account

     

    The sky was just beginning to lighten when Ichante woke the next morning. She was draped over Saskia’s body, her face tucked into the crevice of the other woman’s shoulder. She blinked her eyes open and slowly lifted her head. They were huddled under the heavy blankets, and she was dressed in her nightgown, while Saskia wore her cream-colored shift. She couldn’t recall changing out of her clothes, but then again, she couldn’t recall much from the night besides being held by Saskia and crying for what seemed like hours.

    Saskia felt her stir, and opened her eyes. Smiling, she kissed the top of Ichante’s head, followed by her nose. She glanced towards the window, sighing at the lateness of the hour. “I should be going soon,” she whispered.

    Ichante nestled closer against her. “I really wish you could stay,” she murmured.

    Saskia stroked the back of her head. “I know,” she whispered. “I do too.”

    “What if I just didn’t move?” Ichante asked. She shifted so that more of her weight rested on her body.

    Saskia grinned, biting her lower lip. “It’s up to you, Your Highness. It certainly would make for an interesting morning.”

    Ichante sighed, gazing up into her eyes. “You’re right. Very interesting. But I don’t think my heart could take that today.”

    “Then it’s out of bed for me,” Saskia whispered.

    Ichante rolled over, letting her get up.

    Saskia snatched up her dress and quickly put it on. As she laced up her bodice she glanced towards the empty hearth. “Shall I make your fire?” she asked.

    “Nay,” Ichante replied. “Claire will be here soon.”

    “She will indeed!” Saskia exclaimed. She raised her eyebrows in feigned alarm, but her eyes glittered with mirth.

    Grinning, Ichante held her hand out. “Come here!” she commanded.

    Saskia smiled playfully, and sauntered back within reach. Ichante pulled her down onto the bed, rolling over so that she sat astride her. She gazed down at her, longing to sink into her body, and feel her hands glide over Saskia’s soft, luscious skin. She leaned over so that the ends of her golden hair tickled her face. Saskia erupted in a fit of giggles, and Ichante smiled at the sound. She leaned closer, kissing her lightly on the mouth.

    “Thank you,” she whispered.

    “For what?”

    “Thank you for last night. You were like a star in the dark, guiding me home.”

    Saskia reached up to caress the side of her face. “Anytime,” she said.

    Ichante rolled off of her, and watched as she braided her straight dark hair, doing her best to hide the fact that it was chockfull of bed induced brambles.

    “How do I look?” Saskia asked.

    Again, Ichante grinned, her eyes roving over her tangled hair and flushed cheeks. “Like Claire better not find you here,” she replied.

    Matching her smile, Saskia bent down to kiss her. “I’ll see you soon,” she said, before dashing to the door.

    Once she was alone, Ichante fell back against the mattress. The room felt suddenly colder, and she shivered, slipping under the blankets. It was silent, so silent that if she closed her eyes, she thought she could hear the air singing. Her heart beat slightly quicker than normal, as she knew it had ever since she’d left her father’s chambers the night before. She sighed and turned onto her side, hugging a pillow closely to her chest.

    The door opened and Claire stepped inside. She glanced immediately towards the bed, noticing that the princess was awake. “Good morning, Highness,” she said as she gave a slight curtsey.

    Ichante glanced over, and smiled at her sadly. “Good morning, Claire,” she replied.

    “Is something the matter, Your Highness?”

    “No, Claire. Nothing at all. I’m just a little tired.”

    “Shall I bring up some tea?” she asked.

    “Yes. A pot of green tea would be wonderful.”

    “Of course. I’ll bring it up just as soon as I see to your fire.”

    “Thank you, Claire.”

    Ichante watched as she hurried across the floor, and bent down on the hearth. There was something extremely soothing about watching her make a fire. The simple movements, the careful deliberations, the sound of flint striking steel all helped to ease the beating of her heart. Soon, the flames were alive with movement, and Claire stood up, watching for a few minutes to make sure the fire wouldn’t go out.

    “I’ll be back soon, Highness,” she said.

    Ichante nodded in reply.

    Her eyes were fixed to the flames, searching for understanding, searching for strength. She crawled out of bed, tugging the blanket free and wrapping it snuggly around her. The ends trailed on the floor behind her as she shuffled across the room, collapsing with a great heaving sigh on the couch in front of the fire. Outside, the sky continued to lighten, and she saw that it was another clear day. She pursed her lips, thinking once more about the hidden room filled with long forgotten books. She clenched her jaw, her eyes furious as they gazed into the twisting, curling flames.

    Soon, she would know the truth in its entirety. The thought frightened her. What if the truth was more than she could bear? What if she couldn’t make the vow her father insisted that she make? If her knowledge of the world, and its history, should change so drastically, might that also mean that her conception of herself, and the life she thought she would lead, might also drastically change? Nothing was certain, not anymore. And the sooner she read the books, the sooner she would know her path.

     

    
     

    The room was cold and dim. There wasn’t even a hearth in which to light a fire. Ichante sat huddled at the table, bent over a massive book, with a lamp just beside her. She was reading King Nikolaj’s account of his reign, as she had been all day, and was nearing the end of his narrative. Candles flickered in small alcoves on the walls, adding a hint of warmth to the solemn room, but they were too small to cast out the looming shadow of the past. All was silent, save for the slight crinkle that accompanied each turning of a page. Illustrations adorned a handful of pages, and she lingered over the final one, her eyes going from the image of an upraised axe, to the glimmering jewel it was intending to break in two. A tear slid slowly down her cheek, but she didn’t notice until it landed with a soft tap on the bottom of the parchment.

    She wiped at her cheek, closing the book with a loud thump. She stared at the cover for a moment, disgust rising up in her throat, and leaned over to turn off the lamp. Slumping back in the chair, she rubbed tiredly at her eyes.

    The book had confirmed everything her father had told her, but oddly enough, instead of soothing her conscience, she was left feeling more confused than ever, and her body tingling with disquiet. She had been so sure that she would condemn her ancestor’s actions, but after reading his account of all that had happened, she felt her instinctive sense of righteousness shaken. She sat up, staring mulishly at the book before her. There was a small voice in her mind that wondered if her ancestor had been justified in doing away with magic. If, in fact, Staerjka was more peaceful, and the terror intrinsic to something as uncontrollable as magic had been firmly put to rest, then hadn’t the king’s actions been in the right? She wished the voice wasn’t there, but it was, chirping in her ear that her father was correct, and what was necessary for the safety of the kingdom was worth any price.

    She stood, and began to pace the room, her hands clasped behind her back. Was it not a monarch’s duty to protect the kingdom at all costs? She furrowed her eyebrows, thinking. If the history she had just read was true, then it told of a kingdom on the brink of ruin, where some with magic had used it with very malicious purpose, and according to the history, no one could stop them. Was the king not justified then, in severing the tie that connected people to magic? Even if it meant many untold innocents had been killed in the process? Even if it meant that the gifts of the gods, the gift of magic bestowed upon newborn children, would forever be suppressed in Staerjka?

    As her father had said, it was King Nikolaj who had done away with magic in the kingdom. It was he who had begun the lineage of oppression, of which she was expected to uphold. He admitted to all of it in the historical records she had just read. As far as she could tell, he hadn’t been a heartless king; he had only been a desperate one. She gave a low growl, and turned to glare at the book.

    There had been a time, so King Nikolaj had written, when magic had been welcome in Staerjka. Maegkana had been treated as equals, and given the same privileges and responsibilities as those subjects in his kingdom who lacked magic. He had even encouraged the building of a school in Nuvolen devoted to teaching maegkana children how to better understand their abilities. All this he had done in the early years of his reign, because he had disagreed with his father’s standpoint on magic, which was that all maegkana were to be distrusted. From the moment Nikolaj became king, he had tried to right the wrongs of his father’s reign, and to lead the way towards a more just and compassionate Staerjka. He had believed in this vision wholeheartedly, and so had ignored the signs of societal distress that might have guided him to make different choices earlier on.

    What he refused to notice was that many maegkana began to look on those without magic with disdain. They thought they were better than the people they lived alongside, and so they started to act in ways that lacked basic human respect. It was in small things at first, like refusing to pay for store bought goods, or stealing a neighbor’s livestock, knowing that their victims couldn’t do anything to stop them. It was when maegkana started to become aggressive that King Nikolaj was forced to take notice. A farm on the outskirts of Nuvolen was ransacked, the fields burned when the family wouldn’t give up one of their daughters. The farm owner didn’t dare retaliate against the maegkana boys who had done it, for he feared for the lives of his family; though some maegkana had innocuous gifts, it was well known that one of the boys who had ransacked his farm could control fire with his mind.

    King Nikolaj thought that in recognizing maegkana as equals, that they would slip into the fabric of society, and help move the nation towards a more enlightened and prosperous way of living. He had not expected them to abuse the privileges he had given them. And so, he was forced to act. He put a new regulation in place, in which maegkana were required to inform their local constable of their names, the particular nature of their gifts, and where they lived. It was a simple law, meant to encourage some measure of accountability and order. But many of his maegkana subjects took it as a sign of discrimination, and they rebelled.

    Reports of aggression began to trickle into the capital from all parts of Staerjka. It wasn’t just the outlying farms and villages that were being intimidated and attacked; now reports of violence were coming from major towns as well. Even in Nuvolen, he had been informed of acts of vandalism and burglary. And the worst part of it was, that his regulation wasn’t even being respected; very few maegkana had come forward to add their names to the list.

    Still, King Nikolaj hoped that the aggression was being instigated by a minority of maegkana, and that it wasn’t indicative of a larger problem; his belief remained strong that Staerjka would be a better place if all its constituents could live in peace and mutual respect. But he couldn’t keep from acting, not with reports coming in daily of harassment, and sometimes of a brutal nature. He sent out battalions of knights to the far-reaching corners of Staerjka, to enforce the peace, and ensure that his new law was upheld. He did not expect this to be seen as an act of war, but that is exactly how the maegkana took it.

    In a matter of weeks, he had a full uprising on his hands. Without really understanding how or why, Staerjka had been plunged into a state of civil war. Even in Nuvolen, the capital city itself, he was forced to enact a curfew at night just to keep his citizens safe. He instructed a small regiment of knights to patrol the streets, arresting anyone who was out without permission. Even so, the attacks continued. In an effort to halt the violence, King Nikolaj repealed the rights of all maegkana. In desperation, he demanded that they be locked up, whether they had broken the law or not. Those whose magic was deemed dangerous, or who had partook in a violent crime, were sentenced to immediate death. The others were imprisoned without trial. The dungeons below the palace began to fill, as more and more maegkana were caught. Soon, he was forced to build a new stronghold, with the capacity to detain hundreds of maegkana prisoners. He commanded that it be constructed in the far north, so that he could expand his seat of power. Within a few years, the new prison was nearly half full.

    He wasn’t trying to be repressive—it was always his intention to free them and restore their rights once the civil war had ended. But the general populace didn’t see it this way. Many of the innocent maegkana who had escaped capture decided to join the rebellion because they felt the king had become a tyrant. The attacks grew more vicious, targeting more than just the king’s knights. They raided towns and villages, burning stores of grain and killing anyone who tried to stop them. That winter, many people starved. It was the first of many such winters.

    By this time, King Nikolaj had given up on his hopes of a unified Staerjka. All he wanted was a semblance of the peace he had known during his father’s reign. Little did he know the price he would have to pay to get it. One night, a group of maegkana assassins snuck into the palace. They picked the night of a new moon, when the shadows were particularly dark and deep. They scaled the castle walls, murdering his sentries with the calloused ease of hardened killers, and silently made their way to the central tower. He was away visiting the stronghold in the north with his eldest son, Prince Niall, and so he wasn’t in the palace for the assassins to find. That didn’t stop them, however, from murdering the queen, and their two other children.

    When he returned to the palace with his eldest son, it was to discover the ruination of their lives. By some miracle, the prince’s own wife and young son had escaped. But still, Prince Niall shared in his father’s grief. It was the lowest moment of the war for both of them. The unexpected gift of it, the thing that neither of them could have foreseen, was that this terrible act of violence compelled a maegka priestess to come forward and help them. She had watched as the maegkana had abused the gift of the king’s kindness, the extension of equality that he had first given them. She had watched it turn them into monsters. She had watched as the kingdom tore itself apart. And when the assassins had taken the queen’s life, she knew she could no longer remain silent.

    The maegka priestess knew secrets about her people that were privy to only a few. She knew what gave them the gift of magic, and how it could be taken away. She was well aware that in telling the king these secrets, she would lose all connection to magic; but after all the brutality she had borne witness to over the many years, she thought it a small price to pay for the restoration of peace. She told King Niall of a sacred stone, a radiant golden-brown jewel that had been safeguarded for countless generations. This jewel, she said, acted as a conduit of magic, connecting all the maegkana of Staerjka to the magic in the earth. She told him that if this jewel was broken, then the connection would be severed, and the maegkana of Staerjka would lose their bond to magic. It was specific, she said, to those born of Staerjka, and not to those born in other kingdoms, for blood is tied to the land, and it was this land for which the stone acted as a conduit. She told him that once the jewel was cleaved in two, then never again would a child of Staerjka be born with magic. The stone, she said, was hidden not far from the palace, in a secret cavern that had long been treated as a temple.

    The next morning, Prince Niall, still reeling from the deaths of his siblings and his mother, journeyed with an escort of knights to the secret cavern of which she had spoken. He cared not for the danger he faced; all he cared about was ending the violence. He found the jewel, hidden just as the priestess had said it would be. But on his journey home, his party was ambushed by a group of maegkana. Though he was able to escape with two of the knights, he was mortally wounded, and barely made it back to the castle alive. He was rushed inside the palace walls, clutching at the golden-brown jewel, knowing that in his hands he held the salvation for his people.

    His wife and young son were brought to him in his final moments. Prince Niall placed the jewel in his son’s hand, telling him that he was the prince now, and needed to help the king restore peace to the land. In that moment, the young boy learned firsthand the cost of magic. His father died before his eyes. He was barely six years old. He turned to the king, his face wet with tears, and he held the jewel up for him. Without a word, King Nikolaj took it from the boy’s hands and carried it out onto the balcony. It was there, in full view of Prince Niall’s bedchamber, that he raised a mighty axe above his head and cleaved the stone in two. In that moment, the connection to magic was severed.

    What happened next, he had not accounted for. He had thought that in breaking the sacred stone in two, all the bloodshed would end. But there were more mysteries to the golden-brown jewel than even the priestess had known. He didn’t understand why, but in the moment that the connection was split, every single maegka born of Staerjka died. He could only assume that there was something essential in the bond that they had needed to survive. He was horrified that in a single stroke he had decimated an entire population of people, both guilty and innocent alike. But what was done was done, and he couldn’t change it. All he could do was be grateful that the violence had ended, and that at least more lives weren’t lost.

    The king grieved terribly for his son. Now, the only family he had left was his young grandson. Even though the fighting had stopped, everywhere he looked he saw only loss and ruin. He had a new sword fashioned, and incorporated one of the broken pieces of the jewel into the hilt. It was, he thought, a constant reminder of what he guarded the kingdom against. He also had a new crown fashioned, and the other broken piece he used as a centerpiece, to always remind him of what he had lost.

    Lastly, he insisted that a new historical record be written, one in which no mention of magic was made. He insisted upon this because he thought that if he wiped out all memory of magic, then perhaps it would never gain the foothold it had once had in the kingdom. He sent out knights to every corner of the realm to gather all historical records of Staerjka. Once they were all gathered, he had them burned. The new history, the one without any mention of magic, was copied and spread to every town and village throughout the kingdom. These were the only records of the past, and within three generations, all memory of magic was lost, with any mention of it dismissed as myth or fantasy. King Nikolaj, alone, kept one true historical account, and this was passed down from monarch to monarch over the ages, to act as both warning and guidance in the ongoing suppression of magic.

    His grandson, of course, knew the truth of all that had happened. When he grew old enough, he willingly made the vow to uphold the new order: to drive out all forms of magic, no matter the cost, and thus keep the peace in Staerjka. It was the first in a long line of vows, for when the grandson grew to old age, he demanded that his son make the same pledge, insisting that he uphold the values of his ancestors should he take the throne. And so, through the generations the secret was kept, and the hard-won wisdom of King Nikolaj was honored.

    Ichante abruptly stopped her pacing and sat back down, staring at the book. She’d met so few people who had magical powers: an old man in the woods who had helped her when she was a child, and an old woman in the city, peddling her skills on the lovelorn. They hadn’t seemed the least bit dangerous to her.

    Frustrated, she shoved the book away, sending a small cloud of dust billowing in the air. She felt torn inside. Torn between believing in the desperate actions of her ancestor, and believing that all people deserved the chance to live as they were meant to live. Was it possible that there was another way that King Nikolaj had not seen? Another way to end the violence and bring peace to the realm? She would never know. The true question lay in how she would rule if given the chance to be queen. Would she, as her father suggested, preemptively hunt down maegkana, thus rooting out magic before it had a chance to do harm? Or would she relinquish the crown, and pursue a different path than the one she had been raised to follow since infancy?

    She stood, eyeing the book one last time, before leaving. She needed to speak with her father. She followed the narrow corridor as it wound out from the center of the tower. It led to the hall just around the corner from her father’s chambers. Light poured in from the windows that lined the corridor, forcing her to squint as her eyes grew accustomed to the brightness.

    Gustav was awake when she reached his chambers. He was standing in front of the window, looking out towards the woods, and seeing him out of bed and on his feet gave her much relief. He turned around when he heard her enter, his eyes sharp and clear, and she realized from the look on his face that he’d been waiting for her. He crossed the room and settled in one of the armchairs. Meeting her gaze, he nodded at the adjacent armchair. She slowly approached, like a wary animal, uncertain of what he might say.

    “Did you read King Nikolaj’s account, as I asked?”

    With her eyes fixed on his face, she sat down and nodded.

    “And what did you think?” he asked.

    “I don’t know,” she replied.

    He smiled sadly, wishing it hadn’t been necessary to share the weight of the past with her.

    “I really don’t know what to think,” she continued. “A part of me understands why he did what he did, and why he insisted on the vow. But a bigger part of me feels like it’s all wrong.”

    He nodded, waiting for her to say more.

    “How did you feel when you first learned the truth?” she asked.

    He sighed and turned towards the fire. “Much as you do now,” he replied.

    “And do you really plan to hunt people down, if the magical population continues to grow?” she asked.

    “Yes,” he said without a moment’s hesitation. He looked at her again, his gaze hard and unyielding. “It’s the only way to keep the kingdom safe.”

    “Have you even met anyone who could do magic?” she asked angrily.

    He hesitated, looking away.

    “Father?”

    “I have.” His voice was heavy with grief, and his eyes weighed down by the burden of shame.

    She felt a sense of panic creep over her, and her voice rose uncontrollably. “Father, what have you done?”

    “I didn’t want to tell you yesterday,” he said. “I thought it would be too much to know everything at once. I wanted you to read the history first.”

    She clutched at her heart, horrified by what he wasn’t saying. “You’ve already begun, haven’t you?” she whispered.

    “As rumors reach the palace, I send a select group of knights, men whom I can trust without a shadow of a doubt, to take care of it. Those that are less dangerous are imprisoned at the secret fortress King Nikolaj built in the north, and the others who are deemed more dangerous, well, they are taken care of.”

    “Taken care of!” she cried. “You’ve already begun killing innocent people!”

    “Listen to me, Ichante,” he said, raising his hands up to placate her. “This decision is not about any one person. It’s about making sure an insidious evil doesn’t take root in Staerjka, an evil that is uncontrollable. As the king, I need to maintain total control over everything that happens in our realm, otherwise I can’t guarantee anyone’s safety.”

    “But you’re hurting people! How does that keep those people safe?”

    “They are not like normal people. They can’t be treated the same way! I hoped you would understand that after reading the history.”

    Ichante leaned over, pressing the heels of her palms against her eyes. Her hair tumbled down around her face, and for a single moment she tried to believe that this was all a dream, and that her father was still the man she thought he was. But it didn’t work. She looked up into his face, quietly observing his ashen complexion and the dark circles under his eyes. He gazed at her imploringly, and she realized that he sincerely believed in his actions; he truly thought they were righteous, and for the good of the kingdom.

    “I need more time to think,” she muttered.

    “That’s understandable,” he replied. He paused, wishing he didn’t have to pressure her. “I wish you could take all the time you need, but I’m dying, Ichante. I need to know your decision soon.”

    “Father, I want to go to Mjönes.”

    “No, Ichante. I can’t receive help from anyone who does magic.”

    “I don’t even know if she does magic!” she exclaimed.

    “But I thought that’s what you said.”

    “No! I said that I heard of her through a man who can sometimes see the future. He never said she was a maegka. He only said that she could help.”

    He clenched his jaw, considering. “I don’t like it,” he finally said.

    “But?”

    “I’d rather you waited to go until spring,” he said.

    “But why?”

    He stared at her, considering how much to tell her. “I’ve been hearing back from more of the nobles, and there are a few who have expressed reservations about honoring you as their queen.”

    She gasped in indignation. “Who?” she asked.

    “Quite a few if I’m being honest. They say it’s because they only knew you as a child, and need time to become acquainted with the woman you’ve grown into.”

    “Do you think that’s true?”

    “Perhaps. But a few have said that they would be more comfortable if I named a male as my heir, and I suspect that they are not alone in this sentiment.”

    “That’s absurd!” she exclaimed.

    “Perhaps, but not surprising,” he replied.

    “Who would they have you name?”

    “Your cousin, Lorcan.”

    “I can’t believe this!” she cried.

    “Ichante, you know it’s a reasonable request. After all, he is the son of my sister, and as such he would be the assumed heir after you.”

    She tore her gaze away, and turned to glare into the fire. Of all the ironies, that Lorcan would have the strongest claim to her throne! She felt her blood boil, and tried to keep the scorn from her voice. “What have you told them?” she asked.

    “I’ve recommended that they stay until spring, and get to know you a bit. I’d thought that we might host smaller dinner parties, and give you the chance to speak with them in a more intimate setting.”

    She gritted her teeth, fuming at the imposition. She longed to be off in search of Naima, but it sounded as if her father had already committed her for the next few weeks, at least. She couldn’t deny, however, that it made the most sense if her purpose was, in fact, to secure her reign. She exhaled heavily and turned to meet his gaze.

    “Can you wait until spring?” she asked.

    “I likely have until autumn. At least, that’s what Cornelius says.”

    “Then why did you make the announcement of my succession so soon?”

    “Honestly, my daughter, I should have announced you as my successor years ago. In any case, we had to learn who was in support of you, and who wasn’t.”

    “It sounds like you’ve heard quite a bit of discord on that front,” she grumbled.

    “Yes, but not as much as I expected. It’s a big change, naming a female heir.”

    “Do you really think I should worry?”

    “Not if you’re seriously considering a betrothal to Lorcan.”

    “Father, not now.”

    “It would help, Ichante.”

    “Enough,” she said. “I have too much weighing on my heart to discuss Lorcan.”

    “I understand,” he replied. “I’ll leave it at that for now.”

    “So come spring, if you’re not doing better, I have your permission to go in search of this Naima?” she asked.

    “Yes,” he replied. “I will see her, but only if it’s kept quiet. No one can know where you’ve gone, or who she is, otherwise I’ll have to answer a barrage of inquiries regarding why I’m seeing her, and how I even learned of her.”

    “Yes, Father.”

    “You may take Emery with you when you go. He knows how to keep quiet, and I don’t want you traveling alone.”

    “Yes, Father.”

    “Good. Now, go.”

    He closed his eyes, resting his head back against the armchair. She watched him for a moment, sensing the dissatisfaction he felt with her. He had never before been so gruff with his dismissal of her, and she felt saddened by it.

     

    
     

    It was near dusk, and she was preparing to go out when she heard a knock on the door. She closed her eyes, willing herself to be calm. She knew instinctually that it was Lorcan, and she really didn’t want to talk with him right now.

    “Come in,” she called.

    He entered, and immediately stepped back into a low bow. “Your Highness,” he said.

    “Come in, Lorcan. Have a seat.”

    He eyed her clothes, and the fur-lined cloak slung over a chair, but refrained from commenting. Instead, he sat down on the couch, waiting for her to join him.

    She glanced towards the couch, but looked away, unable to meet his eyes. So much had happened in the last two days, and strangely enough he was more involved than he could possibly know. She swallowed, picking up her shawl and twisting it nervously in her hands.

    “How are you?” he asked.

    His voice was soft and warm, and she glanced over, startled by the kindness in his tone. His eyes were anything but angry as they looked at her. In fact, she was astounded by the unguarded affection they expressed. She exhaled slowly, placing the shawl down on her desk, and crossed the room to join him on the couch.

    “I’m feeling better,” she said.

    “I was worried.”

    “I know,” she replied. “I had a lot on my mind.”

    “I’d still love to talk with you about it, if you want to share,” he said. He leaned forward and placed his hand on her knee.

    “Lorcan,” she admonished, as she pulled his hand off.

    He nodded and sat back on the couch, waiting.

    She peeked over at him, noting the calm expression on his face, and the steady, patience in his eyes. She sighed, wondering how much she could share with him.

    “It’s my father,” she said.

    “Is he worse?”

    “No, he’s actually doing a little better.”

    “Then, what is it?” he asked.

    Her throat constricted in pain, and she looked away. “I don’t think I can tell you,” she said faintly.

    “Is this about yesterday, in the tavern?”

    “No,” she said. She glanced over at him and reached out to squeeze his hand. “No, I know that you regret that.”

    He nodded his head solemnly. “I do,” he replied.

    She turned to gaze once more into the fire. “No, if this was merely about that, I would feel a lot better.”

    “Why can’t you tell me?”

    She smiled sadly, shaking her head.

    “I see,” he said. “But you’re truly not angry with me anymore?”

    “No, not anymore.”

    “Do you want to talk about magic?”

    “No.”

    “Why not?”

    “I just don’t. It doesn’t interest me anymore.”

    A half smile formed on his lips, the first he’d had all day. “Ichante,” he said. “You don’t give up on things that easily.”

    She turned to smile at him, amused at how well he seemed to know her, at least sometimes. “No,” she said. “I guess I don’t.”

    “Then why don’t you want to talk about it?”

    “Perhaps another time, Lorcan. My heart is too heavy tonight.”

    “To talk about magic?”

    “Yes.”

    He looked at her quizzically, but didn’t respond. She turned to gaze out the window, watching as the sky slowly grew darker. A star appeared over the forest, and she pursed her lips, wishing she could be on her way. He shifted closer, so that their knees almost touched. She glanced down, smiling at his boldness.

    “I told you, I’m not ready for that,” she said.

    “I know,” he replied. “I won’t come any closer.”

    Her smile broadened, reaching her eyes. “No,” she said. “You won’t.”

    He grinned, relief flooding his chest. “There’s the smile I know and love,” he remarked.

    She rolled her eyes, laughing.

    “You’re going out, aren’t you?” he asked.

    She nodded, meeting his gaze.

    “Might I come with you?”

    “Not tonight, Lorcan. But tomorrow, I’m dining with a small group of nobles, and it would be wonderful if you could join us.”

    “Of course,” he said.

    “Good.”

    By the tone of her voice, he could tell that she was ready for him to leave. He stood, brushing the wrinkles out of his pants. “I’d best be on my way,” he said.

    She stood, reaching out to clasp his hand. “I’m glad you came by. It is good to see you.”

    He smiled warmly, lifting her hand to his mouth and giving it a soft kiss. “Until tomorrow,” he murmured.

    She watched as he strolled to the door, his gracefully erect posture denoting surety. He glanced back once before leaving, his eyes shining fondly at her, and she felt a surprising sense of relief knowing that he still cared for her.

    As the door closed, her face slowly hardened. She glanced towards the fire, wondering at the warmth of feelings she felt for her cousin, especially after the last two days. She still wasn’t sure how she felt about him, but it certainly would simplify things with the nobles if she reigned over the kingdom with Lorcan by her side. But did she even want to reign, given that it required her to take a certain vow? She was so confused.

    She looked towards the window. She had been planning to visit Eshne before Lorcan had called, and now, she felt in need of his insights more than ever. Strolling over to the chair, she picked up her cloak and swirled it around her shoulders, fastening it in the front. Crossing to the desk, she wrapped the shawl around her face, to keep from being recognized, and pulled the hood of the cloak up and over her head. With one last look around her empty chambers, she reached for the door and stepped out into the corridor.

     

    
     

    The moon was still full, and had made her journey through the woods quite easy. Thanks to its friendly glow, she had avoided running into any branches, or tripping over any ferns. As she approached the cabin, she pulled her hood back, exposing her head to the cold, winter night. Smoke curled up from out of the chimney, and a light flickered in the window, evidence of a fire in the hearth. She smiled, relieved that Eshne was home.

    She knocked on the front door, the sound ringing out sharp and clear in the quiet night. He answered quickly, his bushy eyebrows raised in surprise at finding her standing on his porch step. He ushered her inside, glancing once around the darkened woods before closing the door.

    “I didn’t expect to see you for quite some time,” he said.

    He nodded towards a chair, and she took a seat at the table. A stew simmered in a pot above the fire, the aroma mingling with the scent of woodsmoke. It looked as if he had just been about to eat, as an empty bowl rested on the table with a steeping pot of tea by its side.

    “Dinner’s nearly ready. Would you like to join me?” His voice was gritty, but soft, hinting at an instinctive thoughtfulness that was more animalistic than human; somehow, living here amongst the trees, it seemed fitting that he spoke so softly.

    “Please,” she said.

    He crossed to the shelf, retrieving a second bowl and two earthen teacups. Once he’d poured the cups full of tea, he made his way over to the fire, and lifted the top from off the pot of stew. Leaning over, he gave a great sniff, and smiled in appreciation. “I think this is ready,” he said.

    Reaching for a thick cloth, he wrapped it around the handle of the cast-iron pot and lifted it from off the metal hook. He ladled out a large serving into each bowl before setting the pot down on the counter.

    “I knew there was a reason I made extra tonight,” he said with a grin. His face was gaunt and wrinkled, but his smile made his whole face light up, and she wondered what he had looked like before he’d come to these woods and surrendered to a life of hermitage.

    “What brings you to see me, Your Highness?” he asked as he sank into the chair across from her.

    “I’ve discovered who Naima is,” she replied.

    He paused midmotion, his spoon half raised to his mouth. He stared at her across the table, his eyes wide with astonishment. “That’s great news,” he said. He raised his spoon to her in salute before slipping it into his mouth.

    “It is, but there’s more.”

    He waited for her to continue, his eyes ever watchful.

    She sighed, gazing down into her bowl. “There’s so much I want to share with you, but I don’t know if I can.”

    “Why?” he asked.

    “I’ve learned things about the kingdom, secret things that I’m not allowed to share with anyone.”

    He nodded, waiting for her to continue.

    She looked up sharply, watching him with narrowed eyes as a new thought formed in her mind. Was it possible that he already knew about the breaking of the jewel, and the resulting slaughter? She cocked her head to one side, considering him. “Do you know the history of Staerjka?” she asked. “You can see the past, as others can’t. Do you know what secrets happened here?”

    “You refer to long ago, don’t you?”

    “Yes,” she whispered.

    He sighed, placing his spoon down on the table. “As I’ve told you, I can’t decide what I see or don’t see. I can only ask, and when the gods will it, they show me what they will. It is true, I have looked a long ways back. However, whenever I’ve looked into the far past, there has come a time when all I can see is a great, foggy cloud. It envelops the land, and spreads all the way up to the sky. I can’t see within it, and I can’t see beyond it. That’s as far into the past as I’ve been able to look, at least while I’ve been in this kingdom.”

    “Is it because the gods choose not to let you see? Is that what the fog is?”

    “No,” he said. “No, it’s not that. When the gods will for me to not see something, it feels quite different. This is something else. Something I’ve never come across before.”

    “And you can’t see past the cloud, no matter how hard you try?” she asked.

    “I can’t, child. I have tried, for something tells me that whatever is hidden is of dire importance. But however hard I look, I can’t see what it is.”

    He picked his spoon up again, dipping it into the bowl of stew.

    “I know what it is,” she whispered.

    Again, he paused with the spoon halfway to his mouth, and looked up. He eyed her face, observing the torment clearly written there. Slowly, he lowered his spoon, submerging it once more in his bowl of stew. “Is this the thing you can’t share with me, or anyone else?” he asked.

    She nodded, her lips pressed firmly together, for she was afraid that she might say more. In fact, she yearned to say more, to tell him everything. But she couldn’t. Not until she knew what she would do.

    “What is your question, child? You’ve come with a question. I can see it on your face.”

    She swallowed, setting her spoon down on the table. “I need you to see the future. I need you to see the future of the kingdom.”

    “That’s a lot to look at. Is there anything in particular?”

    “After my father dies, I want to know what will happen.”

    He gazed at her speculatively, considering what her request implied. “But you know what will happen. You will be queen.”

    “I don’t know that,” she said.

    He held her gaze, noting both the regalness of her bearing, and the way her hand wouldn’t stop trembling. “Come,” he said. “Come closer.”

    She pulled her chair around the table so that their knees almost touched. His clothing was warm and well suited to cold winter nights, but old and faded. She had thought his tunic was grey, but now that she was closer, she realized that it had once been as blue as the sky on a clear day. She laid her hand upon the table, palm up as he had told her in the past. He reached over, gently laying his hand atop hers, and closed his eyes. She waited with bated breath for many minutes, watching the miniscule movements of his eyelids as they fluttered. Finally, he opened his eyes and stared into her face.

    “I don’t know when King Gustav will die, but when he does, I see the crowning of a new king. He’s tall, with dark brown hair that falls just past his shoulders, and he wears gold-rimmed spectacles.”

    “Do you see me by his side?” she asked.

    “I don’t see you at all,” he replied.

    “What do you mean?”

    “I mean you’re not there. He stands alone, and he’s crowned alone.”

    “But where am I, if not there? Am I dead?”

    “No,” he said. He closed his eyes, pulling back the memory of the vision. “No, you’re very much alive. I can feel you far away. But you’re not in Staerjka, at least not anywhere I can see.”

    “But where am I?” she whispered.

    He opened his eyes, and in their depths she saw such profound compassion. He shook his head and withdrew his hand from atop hers. “I can’t tell you that,” he said. “That’s all I could see.”

    “And is what you saw definitely going to come to pass?” she asked.

    “The future doesn’t work like that. There are no definites.”

    “Then how could you see what you did?” she asked.

    He reached up to scratch his matted hair, his finger catching at a white snarl. Sighing, he lowered his hand and glanced at the darkened window. It had been so long since he had tried to explain to anyone the nuances of the future, and he cast back in his memory, recalling how his mentor had first described it to him. “The future is never set,” he said. “It’s always in flux. From this moment in time, many roads branch out towards many possible futures. I only see the one that stems from the road you’re walking upon.”

    “So you’re saying, I could pick a different road, and it would lead to a different future?”

    “Yes,” he said. “It is unlikely, however.”

    “Why?”

    “Because every choice we make stems from our heart, and those choices define the road we walk upon. For the future to be different, you would have to make different choices, and to do that, your heart would have to change.”

    “And why is that so unlikely?” she asked. Her shoulders tensed with anger, and she thrust her jaw out in defiance.

    “Changes of the heart are the hardest changes to make. That’s why, sometimes, when people have asked me to see the future, and they try to change their actions based upon what I tell them, so as to make a different future, the future I foretold comes about anyways. Actions don’t define the future. The makings of our hearts do. And your heart, Ichante, beats very strongly. You know who you are, and what you care about, and that is unlikely to change.”

    She held his gaze for a moment, uncertain whether his pronouncement was something to be celebrated or mourned. Still undecided, she nodded and stood up. He watched as she moved to stand in front of the fire.

    “Are you greatly surprised by the future I saw?” he asked.

    “No,” she replied without turning around. “Not really.”

    “What will you do?” he asked.

    “First, I’ll find Naima, and save my father’s life. And then…I don’t know.”

    He picked up his spoon once more and began to eat in silence.

    The fire sizzled and crackled in the hearth, sending a small spark flying. It slowly wafted down towards the floor, and she scuffed it out with her boot. The future was not surprising for her to hear, but it still left her with the question of what direction her life would take. She gazed into the flames, watching as they lapped at the charred wood. Eshne was right. She could never take that vow. How could she? But could she just stand by and watch someone else take it? Watch someone else commit himself to upholding a reign of suppression, and potentially murder? No, she realized, she couldn’t do that either. Her eyes hardened, and her hands clenched into fists. She would find a way to change the kingdom, if it was the last thing she did.

    

  
    Chapter Fifteen

     

    
     

    The Velnur Tree

     

    Outside, it was drizzling, as it had been off and on all week. Fjörna was lying on her back, high in the hayloft, staring up at the slanted wood beams of the ceiling and listening. She could hear the rain softly pattering on the rooftop, and the low murmur of Björn humming a soft lilting tune from the ground, just below. He was whittling a piece of wood, and she followed the slight nicks of his knife as he shaved away tiny fragments. Taavi was lying on the floor beside him, his great, massive head resting on top of his paws. He was staring out the open door of the stable, watching the mist.

    She rolled over, peering down at Björn from over the edge of the loft. His hands, which were by far the largest she had ever seen, were extraordinarily delicate in their movements. She watched as he gently sliced bits of wood away, leaving a smooth surface.

    “What are you making?” she asked, interrupting his tune.

    He glanced up, smiling at her face peeking over the edge of the hayloft, noticing how her long, black hair was dotted with hay.

    “A robin.” He held it up for her to see, running his thumb along what would be the breast and chest. “See the curve?”

    She leaned forward, squinting as she followed the movement of his finger. “I do,” she said.

    “You’ll see it better once I’ve gotten to the face, and the bill.”

    He tucked it back into his grip, shaving off another sliver of wood.

    She watched the small, sure movements of his hands, amazed by their subtlety. “Who taught you how to carve wood?” she asked.

    “My pa. We used to sit under that old willow at the edge of the valley, the one that looks out towards the sea. We’d sit there for hours sometimes, not saying anything, just whittling together.”

    He sat on a bench, bent over his lap as he worked, with his face turned away from her. All she could see of his head were his wild tufts of red hair, pointing in every possible direction.

    “Björn,” she called.

    He glanced up. “Aye,” he replied.

    “Björn, you were born in Mjönes, weren’t you?”

    “Aye. In one of the cottages here on the farm, actually.”

    She rested her chin atop her hands and continued to peer down at him. He had turned back to the wooden hunk, and was trimming off another piece. “Really?” she prompted.

    “Aye,” he replied. “My papa worked for your grandfather, for a good many years. He worked with the horses, just as I do.”

    “And your mother?”

    “Well now,” he said. He sat back and looked up at her. The lighting was quite dim, but she could still tell that his eyes appeared thoughtful, as if he were considering her, and not just her question. “Well, she wasn’t from here.”

    “Where was she from?”

    With a great sigh, he turned back to his wood. “From a long ways off. From across the sea and far to the west.”

    “Did she live here, on the farm with you?”

    “Nay,” he said with a firm shake of his head. “She’d visit from time to time, but she’d never stay for very long.”

    “Is she still alive?”

    “Oh yes,” he replied. “She lives near the base of the mountains, just to the south of here, on the other side of the Andara Woods.”

    “All alone?”

    “Aye,” he replied. “She mostly keeps to herself, and has ever since I was a boy. She likes it better that way. Besides, she doesn’t really like to draw attention to herself.”

    “What’s her name?”

    He glanced up at her again, his eyes searching. “Ylva,” he finally replied.

    “Can she do things?” Fjörna asked.

    “What things?”

    “Things like what Naima can do.”

    “You mean, healing?”

    “No. I mean, the special way she can listen.”

    He cocked his head to one side as he considered the implication of her question. Even in the dim lighting he could see the way Fjörna was poised in the loft, with her dark eyes keen on his face and her lips slightly parted as she waited for his answer. He placed the hunk of wood on the small table beside him, patting it once as he came to a decision. “Aye,” he said. “She can do things.”

    “Is that why she keeps to herself?”

    “Yes, and no.”

    “What do you mean?”

    “Well,” he began as he ran a massive hand through his hair. “She can do things, it’s true, and she likes to keep that from being known. But even if that weren’t the case, I think she’d still live off on her own.”

    “Why?”

    “She doesn’t think people are very kind. She prefers the company of animals, and trees, and such things.”

    “But you’re kind,” Fjörna argued.

    “Well, I suppose that’s true. I do aim to be. But, it’s something more than just a person here and there. She’s seen a lot of the world, and hasn’t always been treated the best.”

    “Like Naima.”

    “She told you about that, did she?”

    “Yes.”

    He stared at her, thinking back on what Naima had said in the autumn, about Fjörna being different. “And why did she tell you about that?” he asked.

    “Because I’m like her too.”

    “Humph,” he grunted as he rocked back in his chair, his eyes fixed on her face.

    “I mean, I’m different,” she clarified. She rolled onto her back so that she was once again staring up at the ceiling. “I can do different things, is what I mean.”

    “Like what?” he asked.

    “I don’t know yet,” she replied. “I’m trying to find out.”

    They were interrupted by the sound of footsteps approaching outside. A moment later her father appeared in the wide doorframe, his auburn curls abnormally dark and laden with dampness.

    He smiled when he caught sight of Fjörna. “Oh, hello!” he said. “I thought you had your apprenticeship today.”

    She rolled onto her belly so that she could better see him. “I did,” she replied. “Naima sent me home early. She had a really late night, delivering Darra’s baby, and she said she needed to sleep.”

    “Goodness! I thought her baby wasn’t due for another few weeks.”

    Fjörna grinned. “You have a really good memory, Father. He wasn’t, but I guess he decided to come early.”

    “A boy, is it?” His eyes were twinkling. “And what’s his name?”

    “I don’t think they’ve decided yet.”

    “Well, now! That’s good news. I’ll tell your mother. I’m sure she’ll want to put a basket together to send down to them.”

    He took his spectacles off, and began to wipe them clear of raindrops. She stared, as she was unaccustomed to seeing him without spectacles. She thought he looked younger without them, and oddly enough, a bit more refined. The lenses clean, he slipped them back on, smiling as the world fell into focus once more.

    “Björn,” he said as he turned to the burly hostler.

    “Aye.”

    “I need your help down in the south orchard.”

    “What seems to be the trouble?” Björn asked as he reached for his cloak.

    In another moment, they had stepped outside and their conversation was lost to the sound of raindrops on the roof. Fjörna sighed, rolling onto her back. She had long wondered if Björn knew about Naima, as she seemed to trust him more than anybody else. She picked up a piece of hay, twisting it back and forth between her fingers.

    From outside, she could hear the racing of feet dashing down the path. Taavi lifted his head, giving a soft sound of greeting as Streya appeared in the doorway. He clambered to his feet, rubbing against her legs as she stepped inside.

    “Hi, Taavi!” she said. She bent over to ruffle his fur, smiling as he butted his head between her legs.

    Fjörna rolled over and peered down at her. Hearing the movement of her body shifting in the hay, Streya glanced up, squinting to better see her in the dim light.

    She grinned, her eyes brightening when she caught sight of Fjörna. “Hey you!” she called.

    “Hey!” Fjörna called back. “Do you want to come up?”

    Nodding, Streya darted to the ladder and scrambled up the rungs. In less than a minute, she was sprawled in the hay beside her.

    “You’re so wet!” Fjörna exclaimed as she patted at her hair.

    “Aye. It seems like it’s barely raining at all, so I didn’t see the need of pulling up my hood. But it drizzled the whole way home.” She shrugged her shoulders, unconcerned. “It’ll dry.”

    “How did you know I was here?”

    “Your father. I was just getting home when I saw him and Björn walking past. He said I might find you here. I thought you were apprenticing today?”

    “I was, but Naima sent me home early.”

    “Oh! Well, that’s a welcome surprise. What do you want to do?”

    “I kind of like it out here.”

    “Me too,” Streya agreed. She sidled up against her body, resting her head in the crook of Fjörna’s shoulder, and draped an arm over her belly.

    Fjörna grinned, basking in the nearness of her. “It’s certainly warmer with you here,” she remarked.

    They lay snuggled together for many minutes, quietly listening to the rain. Eventually, it stopped, and they heard the trill of birdsong pouring in through the open door. Soft rays of light soon followed, filtering in through the high windows scattered around the stable.

    “The clouds must be drifting away,” Fjörna murmured. She shifted so that her chin was resting atop Streya’s head. She closed her eyes, inhaling the scent of her damp hair. “I can’t believe you walked all the way home without your hood.”

    Streya grinned and reached down to clasp her hand. “It felt good on my skin,” she whispered. “Like little kisses from the sky.”

    Fjörna smiled into her hair. “That sounds nice,” she said.

    They lay quietly, drinking up the sensation of each other, resting in the soft light of the afternoon, and the sweet smell of hay. Streya moved her thumb gently back and forth over the top of Fjörna’s palm, sending small ripples of energy coursing through Fjörna’s body at the faint touch of her skin.

    A breeze kicked up outside, and as it continued, Fjörna slowly felt something awaken inside of her. She turned her head, cocking her ear to better listen. It was subtle, like a whisper she couldn’t quite hear. She glanced towards the open doorway, narrowing her eyes as she peered down the muddy path. “Do you hear that?” she asked.

    Streya lifted her head to look. “Hear what?” she asked.

    “The wind.”

    “Is it calling to you?”

    Fjörna slowly nodded.

    Streya grinned and pushed up onto her knees. “Well, let’s follow it!” she said.

    “I don’t know,” Fjörna replied nervously. She glanced again towards the doorway, shifting uncomfortably as a flutter of trepidation rose up within her.

    “Didn’t you promise that the next time you heard it, we’d follow it?”

    “But that was months ago,” Fjörna argued.

    “A promise is a promise. Come on! It’ll be fun.” Streya tugged at her hand, pulling her towards the ladder.

    “All right,” Fjörna said with a laugh. She allowed herself to be pulled, and rolled over onto her knees. “We can take Kainoa.”

    They climbed down the ladder, skipping the bottom rungs and jumping to the ground.

    “You have hay in your hair,” Streya remarked with a smile, as she reached over to pluck out some of the errant pieces.

    “So do you,” Fjörna replied. She lifted a hand to do the same, but paused midmotion, having realized how near she was to Streya’s face. Fjörna stared into her eyes, noticing the slight variances of color only visible from such a close distance.

    Streya stilled under her gaze. “What is it?” she whispered.

    Fjörna swallowed, and began to move her hand again.

    “It’s nothing. I was just—” She stopped, her gaze riveted on her green eyes.

    “You just what?” Streya whispered. She leaned in closer to tuck a strand of hair behind Fjörna’s ear.

    “I was just noticing all the different colors inside your eyes.”

    “What do you mean, all the different colors?”

    Fjörna bit the edge of her lower lip, and with bated breath, brushed her fingers along the edge of Streya’s eye. “Well, around the pupil you have these designs, like a flower framed in light, with different shades of green giving it shape.”

    Streya’s eyes crinkled with joy. “Like a flower?” she repeated.

    “Aye, just like a flower. It’s really beautiful.” Fjörna stopped, suddenly feeling tongue-tied. Her heart was racing so quickly that she was sure it was going to burst right out of her chest. She took a half step back, pulling just out of arm’s reach and dropped her gaze. “We should go if we’re going to follow the wind,” she said.

    “Aye,” Streya replied. But she didn’t move. Instead, she continued to stare at Fjörna, watching the subtle signs of discomfort. She reached out to touch Fjörna’s hand, loosely wrapping her fingers under her palm.

    Fjörna looked up, startled at the contact. Her cheeks flushed as she met Streya’s gaze. She felt the urge to pull her even closer, and nuzzle her nose against Streya’s cheek, but she didn’t. Instead, she let her gaze linger on Streya’s lips, the soft contour of her mouth. Fjörna felt a tremor of heat flow through her body, a river of sparkles that made her skin tingle with longing; but for what, exactly, she didn’t quite understand.

    “Can you still hear it?” Streya asked.

    “Hear what?”

    “The wind, silly.”

    “Oh.” Fjörna tore her gaze away from Streya’s mouth, instead looking up to meet her eyes. “Aye, but we’d best get moving if we’re going to follow it.”

    She turned away, her heart still hammering in her chest. She walked the length of the stable, listening to Streya’s footsteps as she followed just behind.

    At the far end, Kainoa was dozing whilst standing up, but perked up at the sound of their approach. She stretched her head over the stall door, giving a slight nicker in greeting. Fjörna stroked the side of her neck, cooing to the mare in husky, dulcet tones. Streya stood back, watching.

    “Hey Kainoa, you ready to go out? Do you want to see the sun?”

    Kainoa gave a quick inhale, before puffing her breath out suddenly through her nostrils. Her excitement was palpable, and she pranced, butting her head softly against Fjörna’s chest.

    “That’s what I thought,” Fjörna said.

    Quickly, she prepared her for riding. She had done it so many times in the last two months that she didn’t have to think about what her hands were doing anymore. It had become almost as familiar as dressing herself in the morning. Taavi ambled down the length of the stable, attracted by all the sounds and movements. He sat down by Streya’s feet, and she leaned over to scratch him behind the ears.

    Once Kainoa was saddled and ready to ride, Fjörna led her outside. The sky was a vivid blue, with only a hint of grey dappling its surface, the breeze having blown most of clouds inland, in the direction of the mountains. The air felt crisp and clean, and she inhaled deeply, savoring the scent of damp earth. The trail was muddy from days of drizzle, and she glanced down at Taavi, knowing that she would have her hands full with cleaning him when they returned home later.

    Nimbly, she mounted into the saddle, settling herself securely before reaching down for Streya. Streya gathered the hem of her skirt and tucked it in at the waistline, before grasping Fjörna’s hand. She anchored her foot in the stirrup, and with a great heave, pushed herself up and over Kainoa, so that she was seated just behind Fjörna.

    “You ready?” Fjörna asked.

    Streya nodded, leaning forward as she wrapped her arms around Fjörna’s torso. Fjörna felt her skin tingle at the contact, and closed her eyes, reveling in the warmth of Streya’s body pressed up against her back. Taking a deep breath, she focused her attention on the wind. And there it was: a pulse inside the breeze; a consciousness distinct from the wind, and yet intrinsic to its essence. It was gentle as it brushed against her face, for it knew that this time she would listen.

    With a slight nudge, she encouraged Kainoa forward into a walk. Taavi walked just beside them, his eyes alert and watchful to all the sights they passed by. In the fields on either side, men and women were hard at work, tilling the soil and planting seeds. Birds were out in droves, and Fjörna smiled when she caught sight of a ruddy-chested robin, dashing towards the ground in pursuit of a freshly exposed earthworm.

    They were well on their way towards the woods before she nudged the mare into a trot. With Streya pressed firmly against her, it was hard to feel scared or worried about where the wind might lead her. Instead, she felt her eyes snap with excitement, her cheeks bright with color, as the wind continued to course through her, tugging at her heart and pulling her in the direction of the distant forest.

    All around them, trees were bursting with white and pink blossoms, their branches heavy with clusters of tiny flowers. And across the fields, from the edge of the forest all the way out towards the sea, the tall grass was speckled with wildflowers. She smiled at the sight of so much color, especially after the relentless grey of winter, and inhaled the luscious scent of the farm in spring.

    She watched as the trees at the edge of the woods grew taller, their thick-armed branches welcoming her into their midst. The wind continued to tug at her, pulling her into the unseen places of the forest. It was still early in the season, and the tallest of the trees, those that would soon fill the upper canopy with a ceiling of dense green shade, had yet to sprout their new springtime leaves. The typically bare soil of the forest floor was swathed in a carpet of bluebells, the small, drooping clusters of violet-blue flowers spreading out as far as she could see.

    “It’s so beautiful here,” Streya remarked.

    Fjörna grinned and turned her head to one side so that she could hear her better. “Are you enjoying your first spring in the countryside?” she asked.

    “Yes!” Streya exclaimed. She wrapped her arms even tighter around Fjörna’s body, pressing her cheek against her back.

    Fjörna felt a rush of joy sweep through her, and she reached up to cover Streya’s clasped hands with one of her own.

    The carriage road twisted through the woods, veering first one way, and then another, but keeping to a mostly western route. When they’d been in the forest for about half an hour, she pulled Kainoa up into a walk and peered through the trees to her left.

    “What is it?” Streya asked.

    Fjörna nodded towards the south. “I think we’re supposed to go this way now,” she replied.

    She nudged Kainoa off the road, keeping her at a walk as she guided her between the endless sea of trunks. Her reddish-brown coat glistened, catching the light as it filtered in through the branches, while her hoofbeats were muffled by the lush forest floor. Taavi disappeared through a clump of trees, and Streya made as if to call out to him, but Fjörna stopped her.

    “It’s all right,” she said. “Sometimes he likes to go exploring. He’ll find us when he’s ready.”

    “Do you know where we are?” Streya asked.

    “Nay,” Fjörna replied with a shake of her head. “I’ve never been this far into the woods.”

    “Are you scared?”

    “No, not with you here,” Fjörna replied. She grazed her thumb across the top of Streya’s knuckles.

    Behind her, Streya smiled and nuzzled her face into Fjörna’s hair, inhaling the lingering scent of hay.

    The light suddenly shifted, and Fjörna squinted up in alarm. “That’s strange,” she said as she glanced in the direction of the sun.

    “What?” Streya asked.

    “The light. It just changed direction.”

    “But how can that be?” Streya said.

    “I don’t know.” Fjörna glanced around, biting her lip. It was almost as if the branches had changed direction, as if they had somehow moved, causing the light to fall through them differently.

    “Can you still hear the wind?” Streya asked.

    “No,” Fjörna said. “But I think I’m supposed to follow something else now.”

    “What?”

    “The trees, and the light. It’s as if they’re pointing in the direction I’m supposed to go.”

    “But that’s impossible,” Streya said slowly.

    “I know.”

    Fjörna nudged Kainoa in the new direction, following the path down which the branches were pointing. The ground started to slant downwards, dipping into a woodland glen, and she leaned back in the saddle, helping Kainoa as best she could. When the ground evened out, the light changed again. She peered up, scrutinizing the branches of the trees.

    “What is it?” Streya asked.

    “They changed again.”

    Fjörna nudged Kainoa towards the right, following the branches as they led her in a new direction. A few minutes later they were startled by the sound of twigs cracking and the rustling of foliage as something moved swiftly through the undergrowth. A moment later Taavi bounded out from behind a tree, and Fjörna smiled, relieved that he was with them once more.

    They paused at a stream, Fjörna allowing Kainoa to lower her head and drink from the flowing water. When she had had her fill, they continued on, crossing the stream and mounting the hill on the other side. Once they’d reached the summit, the light shifted yet again, and Fjörna looked around uneasily, sensing that something, or someone, was watching them. She felt her skin break out in small prickles, a thread of fear coursing through her. She glanced down at Taavi, but he seemed perfectly at ease as he ambled along beside them. Reassured, she continued on, following the path the trees laid.

    It was not long after that they stepped out into a clearing. It was covered in the small violet-blue flowers, many of which were glistening with lingering raindrops in the afternoon sun. A magnificent, pale tree stood alone in the center of the glade, its expansive canopy spreading out above a circle of bare earth, the ground beneath forever shrouded from the sun. Its branches were thick and wide, curving in every direction, the highest ones towering over the surrounding forest. Its roots snaked out from the base of its broad gnarled trunk, twisting and turning in long thick tendrils, before plunging heartily into the dark rich soil. Its golden leaves were small and heart shaped, with delicate pale-purple veins streaking out from the midribs. They fluttered in greeting with a spirited rustle that made the air shimmer with a haze of gold. Fjörna smiled instinctively when she saw the tree, as if she were being greeted by an old friend.

    From behind her, Fjörna felt Streya stiffen, and she swiveled around so that she could look her directly in the eyes. “It’s all right,” she said. “We’re safe. You have nothing to fear.”

    “How can you be sure?” Streya asked, eyeing the tree warily.

    “I just am,” Fjörna replied. “Just like I was sure of the wind. Come on, let’s get down.”

    Streya forced herself to relax her hold on Fjörna. Still, however, she couldn’t shake the intense feeling of uneasiness that made the hairs on her arms stand up on end. She slid slowly off Kainoa’s back, careful to keep her gaze trained on the tree.

    Fjörna likewise dismounted, landing in the thick blanket of bluebells with a muffled thump. She grabbed the reins and began to lead Kainoa across the clearing, her eyes fixed on the massive trunk. Taavi followed until they were about halfway to the tree, then he stopped and sat down, his soft brown eyes ever watchful. Fjörna glanced at him, meeting his eyes for one inquisitive look, before continuing on. The grass was quite wet, and soon the hem of her skirt was damp well past her ankles.

    Streya held back, her green eyes wide and appraising. “Fjörna, I know I said we should follow the wind, but––but I don’t know about this.”

    Fjörna stopped and turned around. Dropping the reins, she quickly covered the ground between them and clasped Streya’s hand. “It’s all right, really.”

    Streya looked past her, her eyes fixed on the shimmering leaves. “That tree is not normal,” she declared.

    “Do you know what you told me once?”

    “What?”

    “That I wasn’t normal, and that it was a good thing.”

    Streya felt a small smile tug at her lips as she recalled the conversation. “I know, but it’s different with, well—”

    “With what?”

    “I guess it’s not different. I just trust you, that’s all.”

    “Then trust me now. Trust me with this.”

    “It’s just so uncanny! I feel like it knows we’re here, as if it’s watching us.”

    “Of course it knows we’re here. It’s what called me.”

    Streya glanced at Taavi, noting how he sat patiently, waiting for them to finish their conversation. He seemed completely at ease in the presence of the mysterious tree. She glanced at Kainoa, recognizing how even she appeared calm. In fact, she didn’t seem to be paying them any attention, as she was busy grazing on a patch of dark green clovers.

    “Very well,” she relented as she turned back to face Fjörna. She squeezed her hand, gently shaking it back and forth. “I trust you.”

    “Come on, then,” Fjörna said.

    She led Streya the rest of the way across the clearing, until they stood a few feet from the tree. Letting go of her hand, Fjörna stepped even closer, pausing only when she was within an arm’s length of the towering trunk. The bark was smooth and creamy white, and she extended her hand out to touch it, placing her palm flat upon its surface. The moment her hand pressed up against the trunk, her body stiffened, and a spurt of white light erupted from the place where her hand touched the bark, entwining around her arm in rippling cords of light.

    Without even the slightest hesitation, Fjörna closed her eyes, allowing the light to fill her, trusting in its purpose. She could feel the light undulating around her arm, delving through the layers of her skin, and surging through her body. She felt hot and cold at the same time, her senses fluctuating between extremes as she tried to process the impressions flowing through her. Then, quite suddenly, the light ceased, and she was released from the grip of the tree. She opened her eyes, wobbling as she felt the ground sway beneath her feet.

    Streya dashed forward to catch her, cupping Fjörna’s head in her arms as they sank to the earth. She brushed Fjörna’s hair from off her forehead, scanning her face for any signs of distress. She felt her blood go cold as she realized that Fjörna had passed out and hung limp in her arms. Frantically, Streya patted at her cheek, trying to rouse her, but to no avail. She glanced towards Taavi, silently begging for his help, but he merely sat and watched, unconcerned. She felt Fjörna stir in her arms, and whipped her head around so that she was once more gazing into her face. A tremor of relief coursed through her as Fjörna’s eyelids fluttered in an attempt to open, and she cupped her bronze cheek, willing her to awaken.

    “Fjörna,” she whispered.

    Fjörna heard her name, as through a dense fog, and used it to anchor herself into the present. The world was spinning, tempting her to succumb to the haze of unconsciousness.

    “Fjörna, are you hurt?”

    Again, Fjörna heard her voice, and used it to rally her strength and focus. Her eyes fluttered open, and as the world stopped spinning, Streya’s visage emerged like a light in the dark. Streya was bending over her, with her long, curly hair tumbling down around her face. Her eyes were brimming with concern, and Fjörna smiled, trying to soothe the worry from her heart. “I’m fine,” she mumbled. “Just a little dizzy.”

    “You passed out!” Streya exclaimed.

    “I did?”

    Fjörna reached up, tentatively touching her own head. The dizziness returned at the slight movement, and she closed her eyes, centering her breath. As the minutes passed, the ground slowly stopped moving. She opened her eyes, cautiously looking around, afraid lest she be overcome with vertigo again. The ground remained motionless, while above them the heart-shaped, golden leaves fluttered happily in the afternoon breeze. She was still cradled in Streya’s arms, and could feel the warmth of her body through the layers of cloth that separated them. With each passing second, her fear lessened, until she could look up into Streya’s anxious eyes, and smile calmly. “I’m better now,” she said.

    “What happened?” Streya asked. She glanced apprehensively towards the tree, wishing that they were seated a little further away, before looking back down at Fjörna.

    “I don’t know exactly,” Fjörna said. She closed her eyes and rested her cheek against Streya’s hand, taking comfort in the touch of her skin. “I could feel it, inside of me.”

    Mystified, Streya stared down at her. “What do you mean?” she asked.

    “The tree. It’s called a Velnur Tree.”

    “How do you know that?”

    Fjörna opened her eyes, gazing at the tree speculatively. “I just do,” she said.

    Streya swallowed, staring down at her face, wishing she could see inside her mind and know all the things she wasn’t saying. “You’re sure it didn’t hurt you?” she asked. Her voice shook, though she was doing her best to keep it steady and calm.

    Fjörna stared at the tree, her eyes fixed on the smooth, pale bark.

    When Fjörna didn’t respond, Streya felt her chest tighten. “Fjörna?” she said.

    Fjörna looked up, her heart swelling at the love clearly written on her friend’s face. Streya’s fair cheeks were pinched tight with concern, her green eyes wild with worry as they gazed down at her. Fjörna raised a hand up to trace the curve of her jaw. “I’m all right, Streya,” she said quietly. “It didn’t hurt me.”

    At her touch, Streya exhaled heavily. She smiled brightly, but her eyes were wet with sudden tears. “Of course you’re all right!” she said a little too loudly. “I just—When you fell—I just—I don’t know what I would have done if—”

    “Shhhh,” Fjörna murmured, interrupting her. She skimmed her fingers across her mouth, stroking her soft, trembling lips. “It didn’t hurt me. Everything is all right.”

    Above them, the leaves rustled in the breeze, as if the tree were saying that it quite agreed with her.

    Slowly, Streya’s lips stopped trembling. She gave another great exhale, and laughed as she roughly wiped her cheek dry. “I can’t believe I was so frightened. I mean, it was my idea to come!”

    Fjörna shifted so that she was sitting beside her. “Do you want to go home?” she asked.

    Streya shook her head, taking another deep breath. “Soon, but not yet. I want to know what happened.”

    Fjörna glanced up at the tree, pursing her lips as she tried to figure out how to share what she had experienced. “It’s like I said. It felt like it was inside me, as if I could feel what it felt.”

    “You mean, it told you things?”

    “No, nothing as clear as that. There weren’t any words. It was mostly sensations, but they happened deep down inside of me, as if it were trying to wake something up in my soul.”

    “That’s so intense,” Streya exhaled.

    “I know. For a moment there, I didn’t feel separate from it. Almost as if we shared the same memories, and the same understanding of life.”

    “But why? Why did it do that to you?”

    “I don’t know.”

    “What do you think it was trying to wake up?”

    “I’m not sure yet. But I do feel a little different than I did before.”

    Streya searched her eyes, looking to find the person she knew, making sure she was still there. Fjörna gazed serenely back at her, her brown eyes tender and warm. Streya sighed, relieved that it was still Fjörna, and that nothing had taken her away.

    “I’ve never seen anything like that before,” Streya said.

    “I haven’t either,” Fjörna replied.

    Streya glanced up at the tree, observing the wide, cream-colored trunk and the shimmering golden leaves, still aflutter in the breeze. “Come to think of it, I’ve never seen a tree like that before.”

    “I know,” Fjörna replied. “It’s not from here.”

    Startled, Streya turned to look at her. “What do you mean?” she asked.

    “I don’t really know how to explain it,” Fjörna said as she looked down into her hands. “I know it is here, and it grew here. But it’s not from here.”

    “I don’t understand.”

    Fjörna sighed, scrunching her mouth to one side as she thought about how to better explain. “I don’t know. I guess it’s kind of like me. I’m here, and I live here, and I was born here. But even though all of that is true, I don’t feel like I’m from here. Does that make any sense?”

    Streya nodded slowly. “I know it shouldn’t, but it does. You’ve never felt like you were from here, and by here I don’t mean this patch of land. I mean something else. Like you’re from the stars, or from the ancient sea, or from something wild and different like that.”

    Fjörna grinned, and reached out to tweak her nose. “You know, when I first met you, you told me about that doll, and how it reminded you of a star princess who had descended from the heavens in search of love. I thought maybe you were her, or from the same place as her.”

    Streya smiled, feeling at ease for the first time since they’d entered the clearing. “Silly,” she said. “That’s how you felt to me.”

    “Well, if neither of us is from here, where are we from?” Fjörna asked.

    Streya glanced nervously at the tree. “I don’t know, but maybe we’ll find out someday.”

    Fjörna followed Streya’s gaze, a crease forming on her forehead as her smile fell from her lips. “Maybe,” she said uncertainly.

    “Do you think you’re from the same place as the Velnur Tree?” Streya asked.

    Fjörna gave a great sigh. “Maybe,” she whispered.

    A shiver coursed through Streya, and she looked around uneasily. “Let’s go home,” she said. “I want to be somewhere familiar, and it’s going to get dark soon.”

    Fjörna glanced up at the sky. “You’re right,” she replied. “We should go.”

    They stood, gazing down helplessly at their mud-stained dresses. Kainoa was still grazing in the clearing, her long chestnut neck gracefully sloping down towards the earth. As they trudged towards her, she looked up, giving a soft nicker. She trotted towards them, butting her head gently against Fjörna’s chest.

    Fjörna ran her hand along the side of her neck. “Hey, girl. You ready to go home?”

    She snorted in response, kicking at the ground with her front legs and raising her tail. With a final pat, Fjörna shifted so that she was alongside her, and grasped the coarse black hair at the base of her mane. She anchored her foot in the stirrup, and in another moment she sat astride Kainoa’s back, settled comfortably in the saddle.

    Grinning, she glanced down at Streya. “That’s getting easier,” she said. “I used to have to use a stump every time I got on.”

    “Thankfully, I have you,” Streya remarked. She reached up to take Fjörna’s hand, propelling herself up behind her.

    Fjörna glanced across the clearing, making eye contact with the giant malamute. “Taavi,” she called. “Let’s go.”

    He made a singsong sound, before rising and stretching. He jogged over to where they waited, reaching his snout up to sniff her leg, before turning in the direction of the trees. She followed, knowing without giving it much thought which way they had come.

    “Do you know how to get home?” Streya asked.

    “Aye. And I won’t need the wind for help, or the trees for that matter.”

    Streya nodded, curiously glancing one final time at the Velnur Tree. Something had happened to Fjörna while she had been in contact with the tree, something inexplicable. She was still the same person—Streya was sure of that—and yet, somehow different. It was as if something deep inside of her, something of her spirit, had been transformed.

    Streya watched as the branches seemed to wave them farewell, the shimmering golden leaves moving as a lustrous wave of light. She closed her eyes, pressing her cheek firmly against Fjörna’s back, inhaling the scent of her hair. Whatever had happened, something had changed, and she knew with certainty that Fjörna would never again be afraid to follow the wind, or the light, or whatever else called to her from the hidden places of the forest.

    

  
    Chapter Sixteen

     

    
     

    Birthday at the Beach

     

    “Are you two ready?” Lila called.

    She was standing on the front porch, her hands on her hips and a smile on her handsome, light brown face. Her long, curly hair was uncharacteristically down, as she had the afternoon off from working in the kitchen. A hefty picnic basket sat by her feet, crammed full with cutlery, drinks, and treats. It was Streya’s fifteenth birthday, and she was taking the girls to the beach below Brikhan’s Bluff for a seaside picnic.

    “Yes!” Streya called.

    She grinned happily, bouncing lightly on the balls of her feet before reaching for Fjörna’s hand and bounding out from under the shade of the oak tree. The air was soft and warm, and felt brimming with possibility.

    Lila’s smile broadened as they came across the yard. She handed each a folded blanket once they’d leapt up the steps, and then turned to peer up at the sky. She inhaled deeply, her eyes snapping with the sheer joy of being alive. “It’s a glorious day,” she declared.

    Fjörna grinned and looped an arm through Streya’s.

    Lila squinted out at the distant bay, her lips pursing together for a moment. Then she nodded her head once, as if coming to a decision, and bent over to pick up the basket, stifling a grunt as she lifted it up. “All set?” she said.

    Fjörna frowned at the basket, and then turned to peer out at the bay, her eyes narrowing as she imagined the beach at the base of the bluff. It was a long walk, even without carrying a basket, and she inwardly debated whether or not to ask her father for the use of a wagon.

    Over the last several months, her parents had grown tolerant of her friendship with Streya, but even so, they were far from pleased. They would smile, and give their assent, but there was something in their eyes, something slightly distant, that hinted at their reservations. It was especially obvious with her mother, who unconsciously grimaced at the mere mention of Streya’s name. Her father, at least, smiled when he saw them together, and would tip his hat to Streya as if she were any other young lady.

    Fjörna glanced at Lila, noting the way she had to balance the basket against her hip just to manage the weight of it. “I bet you my father would let us take a wagon,” she said, feigning more confidence than she felt.

    Lila gave a slight grimace, and squinted out towards the bay again. Already, she had been granted permission to take this time off from work; the thought of asking for anything more made her extremely uncomfortable.

    Fjörna took one look at Lila’s face, and knew that if anyone was going to ask her father for help, it would have to be her. “I’ll go check with him,” she said, and then dashed inside before Lila could stop her.

    She darted towards his study, having just seen him stroll in that direction not twenty minutes prior. It was on the other side of the house, adjacent to the library. A high window stretched across the upper portion of the wall, while two bay windows framed the broad, cherry wood desk. Giles was standing behind the desk, leaning over a piece of parchment, his eyebrows knit together in deep thought. He looked up at the sound of her footsteps, the crease on his forehead disappearing in an instant, replaced by a warm smile.

    “What’s this?” he said. “I thought you were off to the beach?”

    “We were, but—Father, might we use one of the wagons for our picnic? And take a draft horse?”

    “Of course,” he replied without even pausing to consider.

    “Really?” she said. She couldn’t help the smile that sprang to her lips.

    “Yes, of course you may. I’m sorry I didn’t think of it sooner. Just—maybe don’t mention it to your mother.”

    The smile fell from her face, as if a cold breeze had blown out the light.

    Her father gave a heavy sigh. He took off his spectacles and rubbed at the bridge of his nose, before placing them back on. “Your mother…” He paused as he considered what to say. “I don’t think she’d be angry, but she might be upset, even if she thought it was a good idea. It’s complicated, Fjörna. You know that.”

    “Yes, Father.”

    “Well. Enjoy your time down by the water.”

    “We will.”

    Fjörna turned to leave, but hesitated. Glancing back, she saw that he was still watching her, an odd tightness around his mouth, as if he were chewing on words he’d rather not speak. It had been like this since his return from the capital. He would seem accepting, and even at times happy for her, but then in the next moment he would say something that cut right down into her heart. It confused her, more than anything else ever had. Still, he continued to be permissive of the friendship, even if it pained him to do so. She circled around the desk, resting a hand on his forearm.

    “Thank you,” she said.

    He knew she wasn’t just referring to the wagon, and he pulled her into a one-armed embrace, resting his chin atop her head. “You know we love you, don’t you?” he asked.

    She silently nodded.

    “Good. Now off with you!” He let her go, watching as she made her way around the desk. “And let me know how the picnic goes, won’t you?”

    She paused in the doorway and glanced back. He was smiling at her, but it didn’t reach his eyes. Her hand tightened on the doorframe, and she forced herself not to linger; not to try and make things better than they were. She nodded and stepped out into the corridor.

    As she hastened down the hall, she tried to thrust the exchange to the back of her mind, but it followed after her, worming its way into her thoughts. She was grateful that her parents accepted the friendship, however reluctantly they did so. But just beneath that gratitude, there was something else, something uncomfortable and new. When she prodded at it, she knew what it was: it was indignation that anyone could view anyone else as less than; alongside it, or perhaps entwined with it, was disappointment.

    Fjörna paused when she reached the foyer, her palm pressed against the front door. The wood felt warm and solid beneath her fingertips, and she closed her eyes, taking a few moments to center her mind. Barely three feet away stood her dearest friend. In a way, she felt closer to Streya than to her own family. And today was Streya’s birthday; a day to celebrate, and not dwell on unhappy thoughts. She inhaled deeply, smiling brightly as she opened the door.

    Streya turned to her expectantly, itching to be off.

    “He said yes,” she informed them.

    “That’s great news!” Streya exclaimed. She turned to beam up at her mother.

    Fjörna had already hopped down into the yard, and called back to them from over her shoulder. “I’ll just go and ready the wagon. I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

    By the time she had returned, the conversation with her father was far from her mind. Soon, they were bumping along the carriage road, Taavi loping with a smooth, easy gait beside them. Streya sat up at the front, on the bench just beside Fjörna, her emerald eyes alight with excitement as she gazed out at the verdant valley.

    “It’s so nice, traveling by wagon,” she remarked. She grinned back at her mother, equally elated to be spending the afternoon with her.

    Lila leaned forward to tweak her daughter’s nose, and nodded towards Fjörna gratefully. “It is, indeed,” she agreed.

    Fjörna peeked back at the picnic basket. “So, what did you make?” she asked.

    “I can’t tell you that. It’s a surprise!” Lila exclaimed with a laugh.

    Fjörna smiled at the sound of her laughter. It rolled out of her like a thunderstorm in summer, unrestrained and miraculous.

    She glanced at Streya, wondering if her mother’s laughter had the same effect on her, but Streya was watching the distant bay with wide, avid eyes. The water was a bright cobalt blue, a dashing contrast to the green of the hills that sloped down to meet it on the north end of the bay. It was alive with movement, glittering in the afternoon sun with a handful of ships bobbing on its surface.

    “It’s rather pretty, isn’t it?” Fjörna said, interrupting her thoughts.

    Streya glanced at her, almost shyly. “It is,” she replied.

    Streya’s eyes were fixed on her face, and Fjörna had the distinct impression that she was talking about more than just the bay. Fjörna blushed and turned back to the road.

    The path broadened as they approached town, so that it was large enough for two carriages to proceed unhindered, even if passing side by side. On either side of the road, the valley unfurled in lush, dark green, gentle slopes interspersed with gangly, windswept trees. They heard the song of countless birds, some visible as a flash of blue or red as they fluttered from tree to tree, but most were tucked away, their bodies hidden by thick branches and dense leaves.

    Fjörna began to whistle as they continued towards the edge of town, eliciting a smile from Streya. Soon, they were both singing a tune that Björn had taught them, an old sea song about a sailor, and the lover he was returning home to. From the back of the wagon, Lila joined in, having recognized the tune from her youth, her deep, rich voice rising up to meet theirs in easy harmony.

    As they entered the outskirts of Mjönes, the broad carriage road branched out in different directions. They took the central thoroughfare, the one that would take them into the very heart of downtown. Soon, the dirt road had been replaced by grey cobblestones, and as they approached the town center, brick-faced shops started to emerge, their windows shimmering in the afternoon light. Fjörna smiled as the town gardens came into view, marveling at the bright patches of flowers that blazed out from the numerous garden beds. In the cool shade of a sycamore tree, she noticed Darra sitting on a wide stone bench, her small newborn tucked in her arms. Fjörna considered calling out to her, but the baby looked to be sleeping, and she didn’t want to risk waking him.

    A few minutes later, Fjörna caught sight of Owen, the governor’s son, ambling along on horseback, his black hair glistening in the sun. He wore a creamy-white tunic, with a dark grey woolen vest, and a cap to match. He was whistling a tune to himself, and she thought his song had a cheerful lilt to the melody.

    “Owen!” she called.

    He turned at the sound of his name, pulling his horse up short, and smiled when he saw who had called to him. His eyebrows were thick and black, but far from severe, while his brown skin was rich and warm, like autumn sunlight. He reached for his hat and swept it off his head, but waited until she had pulled up alongside him to speak.

    “How are you?” he asked.

    “Quite well. And you?”

    “The same,” he replied.

    He had a slight twinkle in his eyes, and she felt warmed by his expression. Her gaze lingered on his long lashes, admiring the way they framed his dark eyes. He stared at her, his fingers drumming nervously on his hat, and she realized he was waiting for her to say something more.

    “Have you met Streya? Or her mother, Lila?” she asked, indicating her companions.

    “I haven’t had the pleasure,” he replied. He smiled at both of them in turn.

    “They live up on the farm,” she said.

    He nodded, unsure what to say, but then caught sight of the picnic basket and blankets. “Where are you off to?” he asked.

    “The beach below Brikhan’s Bluff,” Streya replied. Her eyes glowed with excitement, and Owen couldn’t help but feel his lips twitch up in a smile.

    “It’s her birthday,” Fjörna said.

    His smile broadened, and he nodded towards Streya. “Well, happy birthday!” he said.

    “Thank you,” Streya replied.

    He shifted uneasily in the saddle. Fjörna eyed the way he was fidgeting with the rim of his hat, and she bit back a smile. She knew how he felt, having often been in the company of strangers and not having any clue as to what to say.

    “Where are you off to?” she asked.

    “Just back home. I went for a ride in the woods this morning. Now I have an appetite the likes of which you’d never believe.”

    “The woods?” Fjörna repeated with surprise. “I didn’t know you liked to go riding there.”

    “Very much, but I don’t get to go as often as I’d like,” he replied. Again, he shifted in his saddle, glancing briefly at Streya, as if his words were meant for Fjörna and no one else, before continuing. “It’s quiet there, and I find that I do my best thinking when I’m riding, or walking, with the trees.”

    “Me too,” Fjörna said. She felt a growing sense of endearment at their unexpected affinity, and thought back to the dinner party her family had hosted over the winter, and the way he had seemed to her like a friend, though she had hardly known him at all. She smiled bashfully, wondering if he felt it too.

    He grinned, his eyes lighting up as he looked at her. “I know,” he said. “Aengus told me. He says that if he can’t find you, it’s because you’re probably off in the woods.”

    “He did?”

    “Aye.”

    Fjörna stared at him, dumbfounded.

    Though things between herself and her brother had resumed some measure of normalcy, their relationship as a whole had continued to feel strained since the argument over the winter. Aengus had accepted her friendship with Streya, but this had manifest as a casual disinterest that left her feeling as if he didn’t care what was going on in her life. He never asked her questions about her apprenticeship with Naima, or about her friendship. In fact, he rarely asked her any questions at all. Fjörna hadn’t brought it up to him, however, for she was relieved that he wasn’t giving her a hard time about Streya. She had come to peace with the fact that in choosing the friendship, her relationship with her brother would suffer. It had hurt, to feel him pull away from her, and she had even started to believe that her brother didn’t care for her at all. But now, in hearing that Aengus still spoke to Owen about her, she felt her whole conception of reality turn on its head. Was it possible that her brother still cared about her after all?

    Fjörna’s eyes grew wet with tears, and she looked away, unwilling to show them to a stranger, even one as kind as Owen. As the moments passed, the air grew uncomfortably awkward, but she couldn’t help it. Her feelings overwhelmed her.

    Owen glanced at Streya, wondering if he had said something wrong, but Streya looked just as baffled as he did. He cleared his throat, but still Fjörna wouldn’t meet his eyes.

    In a last effort to dispel the moment, he turned once more towards Streya. “Will you be attending the ball at my home tomorrow evening?” he asked.

    Now it was Streya’s turn to look upset.

    She dropped her gaze, as her fair cheeks grew red with shame. She had thought that Owen knew her place in Fjörna’s house, and as such would never have deemed such an idea possible. The Spring Ball was for the well-to-do of the community, and would be attended by local business owners, merchants, and their families. Never in a million years would Streya have dreamed of attending such a function, and especially not one held at the governor’s manor. Owen, however, seemed totally oblivious to the impropriety of his question, and continued to regard Streya with sincere curiosity.

    It was her mother who saved her from having to answer, and Owen turned to meet Lila’s gaze as she addressed him.

    “We won’t be in attendance, for I work as a cook in the household and so we did not receive invitations.”

    As Lila’s words sank in, Owen realized the rudeness of his question, and grew angry at his own thoughtlessness. He pursed his lips, irritated at having not realized that the Streya sitting on the wagon bench in front of him was the very same girl that Aengus had spent the last several months complaining about.

    He glanced at Fjörna, and his eyes widened with alarm. Fjörna was glaring at him, her eyes burning with defiance, while her jaw jutted out, as if she were brandishing a spear. To have someone as gentle and kind as Fjörna look at him like that was shocking. But more than that, for the first time, he realized that he cared what Fjörna thought of him, and that how she looked at him mattered. In that moment, he came to a decision.

    Squaring his shoulders, he turned back to Lila. “Well, I would love it if both of you could be in attendance. I will speak with my mother about it later today.”

    Streya’s head whipped up in astonishment. He saw the movement out of the corner of his eyes, but kept his gaze fixed on Lila.

    “I know it’s rather late to be receiving an invitation, but please expect a rider to call on you in the morning. It would give me great pleasure if you would come.”

    Fjörna was likewise stunned. She turned to look at Lila, expecting to find a similar expression of bewilderment on her face, but instead Lila was regarding Owen with all the dignity that would befit a member of the royal family. Only a small furrow between her eyebrows gave away a hint of disquiet.

    Lila nodded her head, as if greeting an equal. “That is kind of you, Owen. We would be happy to attend.”

    “Good,” he said.

    His eyes were grave, and he nodded curtly before placing his cap back snuggly atop his head. Suddenly, the prospect of talking to his mother stood paramount in his thoughts, and he inhaled deeply, internally preparing himself for the challenge.

    He glanced once at Fjörna, noticing the look of wonder and respect that had alighted on her face. His heart buoyed at her expression, and he allowed himself a small smile, knowing he had done something he could be proud of.

    “I’d best be going,” he said.

    Fjörna found her voice had gone dry, and could only manage to nod dumbly at him.

    “I’ll see you all tomorrow then.” He shifted in his saddle, but before he nudged his horse onward, he glanced back at Streya. “It was nice to meet you. And I do hope you have a lovely birthday.”

    A smile brightened her face. “It was nice to meet you as well. And thank you for the invitation.”

    His lips quirked up at the edges, and he glanced again at Fjörna. He looked as if he were about to say something, but thought better of it. Instead, he smiled and tipped his hat to her, and then rode away.

    Fjörna stared after him, wondering at the extraordinary exchange that had just taken place. He looked back once, waving before rounding a corner. Fjörna raised her arm to return the gesture, and at the movement Streya glanced over, watching the expression on her friend’s face. There was something of her heart in the way Fjörna looked after Owen, and seeing it, Streya felt a sudden shadow loom up over the glow that had filled her but a moment before.

    “He and Aengus are good friends, aren’t they?” she asked.

    “Aye,” Fjörna replied.

    “Do you know him well?”

    “Not really.”

    Streya glanced down the thoroughfare, narrowing her eyes at the empty corner around which Owen had just disappeared. “I wonder why he asked us to come to the ball then,” she said, half to herself.

    Fjörna waved the reins, and in the next instant they had resumed their bumpy ride towards the sea. “He just has a kind heart,” she said.

    “Yes,” Streya murmured. She glanced over at Fjörna, her eyes searching. “Yes, he does.”

    From the back of the wagon, Lila listened. She noticed that her daughter’s exuberance, which had been bright as the morning sun just moments before, seemed somehow covered by clouds, and she wondered at it.

    “I’m so glad you’ll be coming,” Fjörna remarked. She glanced at Streya, her eyes shining with warmth, and Streya felt her heart soften.

    “Me too,” Streya replied. But then her forehead crinkled together, and she frowned down at her dress in dismay. “I’ve never been to anything so grand. I don’t know if I have anything to wear.”

    “Of course you do,” Lila declared from the back of the wagon. “Your holiday dress would be perfect.”

    “I suppose so,” Streya muttered. She fidgeted with the sleeve of her dress, wishing she could say what she was thinking, but unwilling to hurt her mother’s feelings.

    Lila, however, wasn’t fooled. She leaned forward, resting a hand on her daughter’s shoulder. “What is it?” she asked.

    “It’s nothing,” Streya mumbled.

    “Of course it’s something,” Lila maintained. “I know you, remember? You are my daughter.”

    Streya slumped back against the bench and laughed. “You’re right,” she said.

    Lila squeezed her shoulder once, and then let go. “What troubles you?” she asked.

    Streya glanced back and exhaled heavily. “I just feel too nervous to go,” she said.

    “You do?” Fjörna asked with surprise.

    Streya gave her a half smile, knowing that sometimes even Fjörna was taken in by her show of bravado. “I know I shouldn’t, but I do. Most of the time I can shrug off what other people think about me. But this time, I feel scared about what they might say.”

    “And what would they say?” Lila asked.

    “That I don’t belong there. That we don’t belong there.”

    “Oh my darling, of course we do!” Lila exclaimed. “You know as well as I that your station does not define who you are. The only thing that matters is how you feel about yourself, and the way in which you treat others. All the rest could change as quickly as the wind.”

    “You really think so?” Streya asked.

    Fjörna smiled at the tone in her voice, for it reminded her of herself not three months before. It was filled not only with hope, but also with need: a deep pounding need to be not only accepted, but cherished for who she was.

    “I do,” Lila proclaimed. “I do with all my heart.”

    “And if they laugh at us?” Streya asked.

    “Then they laugh at us. It doesn’t matter.”

    Fjörna grasped Streya’s hand, squeezing it to show that she agreed with what Lila had just said.

    Streya smiled at her touch, and glanced over timidly. “You won’t be embarrassed if we go with you?” she asked.

    “Of course not,” Fjörna replied. “I would be lost without you.”

    They continued through town, turning at a few more streets, before arriving at the base of the bluff. Fjörna glanced towards her right, feeling the instinct to turn in that direction and head up the narrow trail to Naima’s home. She shook her head, dismissing the thought. Today was Streya’s day, and she didn’t want anything more to distract from it. She turned the wagon towards the windswept dunes, closing her eyes as a breeze rolled past, brushing over her skin. It carried the sea with it, and she grinned, knowing they would be there soon.

    The breeze kicked up even stronger as the sea came into sight. It was a fervent stream that whipped at her hair, sending black strands flying around her face. She marveled at the deep blue of the water, bright as a sapphire, and as they drew closer, she felt her face break out in a wide, exhilarated smile. Looking up along the shore, she saw that the sandy beach was nearly deserted. The only other presence was a rugged seagull far up the shore, just under the bluff, staring out onto the water with a stoic, never-ending patience.

    Fjörna stopped the wagon just short of the sand, near a clump of cypress trees. Taavi raced across the beach, and Fjörna giggled as he dashed full tilt into the water, emerging a moment later to shake his head, sending droplets flying in every direction. He bounded up the shore, happier than she’d seen him in days. Lila smiled and clambered out of the wagon, picking up the picnic basket before trudging out onto the sand. Fjörna hopped down out of the wagon and unhitched the horse. Patting him once on the side, she turned to follow after Lila, but stopped short when her gaze snagged on Streya.

    Streya was still standing in the wagon, her arms outstretched to either side as she stared out at the brilliant blue sea, her eyes wide open and fierce. Fjörna felt her breath catch in her chest, her heart hammering with sudden fervor at the sight of Streya outlined against the sky. Watching her, she half believed that Streya was breathing in the very essence of the sea as she stood there with her wild eyes and blazing heart.

    Streya glanced down at Fjörna, her gaze electric. “You have to see this,” she said.

    Picking up her skirt in one hand, Fjörna clasped Streya’s hand with the other and heaved herself back up into the wagon, quickly finding her balance on the rickety wooden floorboards.

    “Look,” Streya said. She nodded towards the vast blue sea. “Open your arms wide and look. It’s as if you can breathe in the whole world from here.”

    Fjörna looked towards the water, her cheeks ruddy from the wind, and stared wide eyed at the endless expanse of blue. She raised her arms high over her head, spreading out her fingers, and took a deep breath. As the salty sea air plunged down into her lungs, she felt a rush of passion douse her body. She smiled, giddy with life, and inhaled again, allowing herself to be filled by the untamable sea breeze.

    “Come on you two!” Lila called from halfway up the beach. Her long, dark curls waved dramatically behind her.

    Fjörna glanced at Streya, grinning as she grasped at her hand.

    Streya squeezed it fiercely, her eyes aflame as she gazed back at Fjörna. “I’m so glad we came,” she said, and then looked back towards the sea.

    Fjörna let go of her hand and hopped down out of the wagon, snatching up one of the blankets as she glanced back over her shoulder. “Come on!” she called.

    Streya merely smiled at her, and Fjörna took it as a sign that she’d follow in her own time.

    Tugging off her boots, Fjörna stepped out onto the sand, shivering with delight as her bare feet sank into the warm, dense grains. As she trudged towards the water, she lifted the hem of her dark green skirt, tucking it in at the waist, just under her bodice, so that her stocky legs were exposed up to her knees. The breeze was tenacious, keeping her hands busy as it tugged at her hair. She finally stopped trying, and let the wind have its way.

    Soon, she had joined Lila, who was standing serenely in the sand, staring out at the water.

    “It’s so close, and yet I never come,” Lila said.

    Fjörna glanced up, amazed as she always was by the towering magnificence that Lila embodied with such easy grace. To her, Lila made so much more sense out here, under the great big sky, than stowed away in a dark, dim kitchen.

    Lila looked down, her dark eyes sparkling, and tucked Fjörna’s hand in the crook of her elbow. Then she turned to gaze back out at the water. “It’s such a treat, isn’t it?” she said.

    Fjörna nodded, speechless. She felt overcome with a sense of wonder and gratitude, both for the wild expanse of sea, and for the treasured friendships that filled her life.

    Streya trudged up behind them. “Where should I lay the blanket down?” she asked.

    “Here,” Lila said. She nodded towards the patch of sand just behind her. “We should have at least a couple hours more of sun before it slips behind the bluff.”

    Nodding, Streya shook open the blanket, unfurling it with one smooth flick of her wrists. It twisted in the wind, landing in an awkward heap on the sand.

    “Here, let me help,” Fjörna said.

    She bent down to pick up the other two edges. Between the two of them, they set the blanket out flat, placing objects on the corners to keep it from flying away.

    “Are you two hungry?” Lila asked.

    “I’m too excited to eat,” Streya said. Her eyes roamed up and down the shore, clearly hungry for something besides food.

    Lila smiled at the look on her daughter’s face. “Then I’m just going to rest here,” she said, “and get some sun while you two go exploring.” She bent down, slowly sinking onto the blanket with a soft groan.

    Streya grinned over at Fjörna and seized her hand. They raced along the beach, giggling as the water rushed up to meet them, chasing them up the shore. Streya had followed her example and tucked the hem of her skirt in at the waistline, exposing her long, gawky legs to the sunlight. She dashed around an outcropping of rocks, hiding in the nooks and crannies, and jumping out at Fjörna when she circled near. Fjörna bent over in peals of laughter, clutching at her side. They climbed the boulders, careful not to slip on the slick grey surfaces. Streya pointed out an orange sea star, fastened to the side of the rock, and a moment later Fjörna pointed out a bluish-purple one.

    “How old do you think they are?” Streya asked as she peered closely at the blue one.

    “I don’t know, but they look like they’re from another world,” Fjörna replied.

    Streya eyed the five legs and then glanced out at the churning sea. “I wonder how they move in the water?”

    “Probably better than I can!” Fjörna said with a laugh. She jumped down onto the sand below.

    Streya glanced down at her, her eyebrows arched in surprise. “You can’t swim?” she said.

    “A little. Well, not really. I’ve never gone in past my waist.”

    “Never! But you’ve lived by the sea your whole life.” Streya hopped down after her, whooping as she nearly toppled over.

    Fjörna blushed self-consciously and looked away. “I know. I just—I don’t know.”

    “What?”

    “I love feeling the water as it swirls around my legs. But I get scared, knowing that if I go out much further, I won’t feel anything beneath my feet.”

    “That frightens you?”

    “It terrifies me.”

    “Does it frighten you in a pond or a lake?” Streya asked.

    “I don’t know. I’ve never tried it.”

    “Well, I’ll try it with you, if you’d like.”

    Fjörna reached out to hug her, drawing Streya into a close embrace.

    Surprised, Streya wrapped her arms around her, squeezing her for a moment before pulling back. She peered down into Fjörna’s eyes, wondering at the sudden show of affection. “What is it?” she asked.

    “I just feel thankful that I don’t have to face things alone.”

    “Never!” Streya declared. Her eyes were bright, and a radiant smile formed on her lips. “You never have to face things alone.”

    From the other side of the rocks, they heard Lila calling to them.

    “She’s probably nervous that she can’t see us,” Streya said.

    They circled back around the boulders, waving at the distant form of Lila sprawled in the sand.

    “I’m going to go check on her,” Streya said, and trotted off down the beach.

    Fjörna followed slowly behind her, thinking about what she’d just said, about never having to face her fears alone. As she watched Streya’s retreating figure, she felt a small glow fill her heart, and she smiled.

    Glancing towards the water, she noticed that along the stretch of wet sand the waves had left a dappling of small treasures: a sprinkling of seashells and a handful of small smooth stones. Smiling, she walked along the hardened sand, looking to see if she felt a connection with any of them. A small stone stood out to her, no bigger than the centerpiece for a necklace. It was smooth and round, but slightly flattened so that it lay easily in her palm. It reminded her of the full moon, cream colored with a few scattered greyish spots. She held it between her fingertips, finding comfort in the way her thumb rubbed over it. She looked back to the sea and gave a nod of thanks before slipping it into the deep pocket of her skirt.

    She meandered back up the shore, feeling the sun dry her legs. The seagull had flown off somewhere, leaving them alone on the beach. Just as she neared the blanket, the sun dipped behind a thin, white cloud, casting the beach in shadow. In the span of a breath she went from feeling warm and cozy, to cool and shivering.

    “Take the extra blanket, you two,” Lila said.

    “Thank you, Lila,” Fjörna replied as she gathered it into her arms. She sat down on the blanket, cuddling up next to Streya.

    Lila looked up at the sky. “What a difference a cloud can make,” she remarked.

    Streya followed her gaze and squinted up at the cloud. “It’ll come out again soon,” she said.

    “I think you’re right,” Lila replied. “In any case, I believe it’s time for a little birthday celebration.” She reached out to cup Streya’s chin, gazing lovingly into her eyes.

    “Mamma!” Streya grumbled as she pulled away with embarrassment.

    “It’s not every day that your daughter turns fifteen,” Lila remarked.

    She patted Streya on the cheek before turning towards the picnic basket. The plates and cutlery were securely strapped to the inside of the top with leather bindings, and she unfastened them and set them down on the blanket. As she was rummaging in the basket, Taavi came trotting over, his fur stiff from the salty water and covered in thick clumps of sand. He licked Fjörna’s face, his cold nose rubbing against her cheek.

    “Taavi!” she squealed. She burst into laughter, surrendering to the wet show of affection.

    Lila looked up and smiled. “Here you go,” she said as she placed a bowl down on the blanket. She filled it with water, and Taavi lumbered over to drink from it heartily. Quenched, he collapsed in the sand, panting softly as he peered out at the crashing waves.

    “And now for our refreshments,” Lila declared. She pulled a jug out of the basket. Unstoppering the top, she poured three cups full of a mysterious golden liquid, and handed one to each of the girls.

    Streya sniffed at her cup, her eyes crinkling with delight. “Cloudberry wine!” she exclaimed.

    Lila’s cheeks dimpled with pleasure. “Happy birthday, my sweet girl,” she said.

    Soon, they were feasting on their midday meal. The sun burst back out from the behind the cloud, making the water sparkle as rays of light bounced down upon the surface of the sea.

    “I feel like a princess,” Streya remarked. She leaned back to bask in the light of the sun, her dark, curly hair tumbling down behind her.

    Lila glanced over, beaming at her daughter. “Today, you are,” she said.

    Once they were finished with their meal, they lay back on the blanket. Fjörna closed her eyes, listening as the waves rhythmically crashed onto the beach, feeling an occasional mist on her face as a particularly large one hit the shore. The sun felt warm and sweet on her skin, and she imagined that the sun itself was kissing her, leaving its loving mark in the reddish-brown coloring of her flesh. With an internal sigh, she felt herself surrender to the day, luxuriating in the glory of the moment. She felt the soft touch of a finger stroke the side of her hand, and she smiled, knowing it was Streya.

    All too soon, the sun dipped behind the tall bluff, once again casting the beach into shadow. Fjörna blinked her eyes open, pushing herself up so that she was propped up on her elbows.

    “We should be going,” Lila said. She began to gather their empty plates and cups, carefully setting them back into the basket.

    “Thank you, Mamma,” Streya said. She crawled across the blanket and collapsed on top of her mother in a big-armed hug.

    Laughing, Lila cupped Streya’s head against her chest and planted a solid kiss atop her hair.

    With tired steps, they plodded down the length of the beach, happy and sleepy from their afternoon on the sand. Once the horse was hitched to the wagon, they clambered inside, thankful that they didn’t have to walk home. Even Taavi jumped into the back of the wagon, resting his head in Lila’s lap.

    As they journeyed away from the bluff, Fjörna gave a final glance towards the path that veered up towards Naima’s house. It felt peculiar to her, to come so close, and yet not visit. They rounded a bend, and suddenly were back in town, rumbling along the grey cobblestone streets.

    Fjörna noticed an older girl walking in their direction, someone she’d never seen before. She had unruly strawberry-blond hair that fell loosely around her shoulders, and wore a long, light brown coat that came midway down her thighs. Fjörna was surprised to see that she wore pants, and carried a sword strapped around her waist. She was glancing around, as if looking for something, and happened to glance in their direction. She had warm brown eyes that seemed to shine with an internal flame, and as she caught sight of them, her face broke into a wide, magnetic smile.

    “Hello there!” she called. She held her hand up to stop their wagon.

    Fjörna pulled back on the reins, bringing the horse to a stop. “Hello,” she said.

    Taavi raised his head, peering at the girl from over the side of the wagon. She took a half step back under his gaze, but quickly recovered. “That’s quite a dog you have,” she said as she nodded towards Taavi.

    Fjörna leaned back to pet him, allowing her fingers to sink into his warm, soft fur. “His name’s Taavi,” she said. She paused before saying more, her eyes darting briefly to the sword hanging from the girl’s waist, before once again meeting her eyes. The fact that she carried a weapon was unnerving, and would normally have put Fjörna on her guard; but there was something in the way the girl met her gaze, something oddly familiar, that compelled her to continue. “I’m Fjörna. I don’t think I’ve met you before.”

    The girl shook her head, glancing briefly at each person in turn. “No, I’m not from around these parts. Perhaps you can help me. I’m looking for someone, and I was told they lived on this end of town.”

    “Who are you looking for?” Fjörna asked. It had not gone unnoticed that the girl had not given her name.

    “A woman by the name of Naima.”

    Fjörna glanced at Streya, surprise evident in both their expressions.

    “You know her, then?” the girl said.

    “I do,” Fjörna replied. “She’s my mentor.”

    “Ahhhh,” she said. Her face broke into a wide grin. “Perhaps you could take me to her?”

    “Hmmm,” Fjörna murmured. She glanced again at Streya before turning back to the girl. “We’re actually on our way home,” she said.

    “I see,” she replied. “Well, perhaps you could just point the way.”

    Fjörna scrunched her mouth to one side and looked back down the road, wondering how she could possibly describe the trailhead in a way that the girl could recognize it. “It’s a little hard to find the trail if you haven’t seen it before,” she said.

    Streya exchanged a brief glance with her mother before resting a hand on Fjörna’s forearm. “It’s all right, Fjörna,” she said. “Go ahead and show her. We can take the wagon on our own. I’m sure Björn will help us when we get home.”

    “Streya, are you sure?” Fjörna asked.

    “It’s no problem. It’ll give us some time together, just the two of us.” Streya glanced once again at Lila and smiled. “I feel like we barely ever get to see each other in the daylight without having something to do!”

    “She’s right, Fjörna,” Lila said. “It would be a treat to have some time together, just the two of us.”

    “That does sound nice,” Fjörna replied. She hopped down out of the wagon, shaking loose another bunch of sand as her boots landed on the grey cobblestones. “Come on, Taavi,” she called.

    He stared at her, making a soft singsong sound, but didn’t budge. She grinned knowingly, sighing in feigned exasperation. “It looks like somebody wants a ride home, and knows he’s not going to get it with me!” She stretched an arm over the side of the wagon to scratch him behind the ears. “I’ll see you all at home later,” she said.

    Streya glanced at the girl, eyeing her strangely regal stance and confident gaze, before turning back to Fjörna. She reached down to squeeze her hand. “I’ll see you soon,” she said.

    Fjörna watched as the wagon pulled away, waiting to see if Streya would turn around and wave. Lila had moved to the front, and Streya was leaning against her shoulder, their dark, curly hair merging as one. Beside her, the girl watched as Fjörna gazed fixedly at the wagon, wondering vaguely about the relationship between the two friends. Just before they rounded the corner, Streya sat up straight and turned back towards Fjörna, giving her a flash of a smile and a final wave. Pleased, Fjörna returned the wave, and then as they rounded the corner, Streya was lost from sight.

    

  
    Chapter Seventeen

     

    
     

    Meeting the Princess

     

    Once alone, Fjörna gave the girl a sidelong glance, taking in her clear, confident eyes, her sturdy stance, and her wide, squared shoulders. She certainly didn’t look like any girl, or woman for that matter, that Fjörna had ever seen. She had never thought about it before, but there was a way that men sometimes stood, with careless self-assurance, and this girl stood like that. It wasn’t that she was masculine, though she did wear pants and a sword. Rather, it was the way she carried herself that set her apart, and Fjörna was surprised to find that she felt both intrigued and uneasy in her presence.

    “I appreciate you taking me to see Naima,” the girl said as they began to walk towards the bluff.

    Fjörna glanced at her, nodding, but didn’t say anything. She clasped her hands behind her back, and focused on her breath, trying to calm the vague nervousness that rippled through her. She concentrated on her feet, allowing her consciousness to connect to the ground with each step she took, feeling her body root into the earth for the space of a heartbeat before taking another step.

    The girl peeked over at Fjörna, thinking that perhaps she was merely timid, but she quickly realized that it wasn’t shyness that kept her from speaking; there was something of the profound in her quietness, something deeper than the normal silence between people. “Are there a lot of girls who apprentice with Naima?” she asked.

    “No,” Fjörna replied. “Just me.”

    The girl gave a start and stumbled as the toe of her boot caught on the rounded edge of a cobblestone.

    Without thinking, Fjörna reached out to steady her. “Are you all right?” she asked.

    The girl looked from her forearm, which Fjörna was still holding, to Fjörna herself, peering at her with renewed curiosity. “Yes,” she said. “I’m fine. Thank you.”

    Fjörna let go of her arm, and they resumed walking.

    “Have you just recently begun apprenticing with Naima?” the girl asked.

    “That depends on what you mean by recently,” Fjörna replied. She flashed her a shy smile. “It’s been about six months or so.”

    “Oh,” the girl said. She continued to stare, her eyes roving over the various features of her face.

    Fjörna squirmed uneasily under her gaze, sensing that more was going on than mere chitchat. “What is it?” she asked.

    “Are you the daughter of Giles the farmer?”

    Fjörna slowed her steps, coming to a near stop as her brow furrowed in puzzlement. She glanced at the girl, cocking her head to one side. “Aye,” she replied. “You know my father?”

    “We’ve only met once, over the winter while he was visiting the capital. You’re much darker than him.” Her eyes flitted from Fjörna’s thick, black hair, to her brown, almond-shaped eyes, to the bronze complexion of her skin.

    “That’s because I was adopted,” Fjörna replied.

    “I see,” the girl said.

    They continued to walk, the air between them oddly tense.

    “What’s your name, anyways?” Fjörna asked.

    The girl hesitated before responding. She ran her hand through her hair, flipping it to the other side of her face, and Fjörna wondered if it was a nervous habit. She glanced down at Fjörna, as if considering her. “Tamsin,” she finally said. “My name is Tamsin.”

    Fjörna gave a slight nod in acknowledgement, even though she knew that the name she had given was false, just as she knew that there was something more she was hiding, something besides her name. She glanced at her sword, but shook her head, immediately rejecting the thought; she knew instinctively that the girl was not to be feared. “What brings you to Mjönes?” she asked.

    “I wanted to see the sea.”

    “Oh, well, have you seen it yet?”

    “Just this morning, actually.”

    “We were just down at the beach, before we came across you,” Fjörna said.

    “I suspected as much,” the girl replied with a grin. “Your dog looked as if he’d been playing in the water.”

    The town quickly fell away behind them, and with it the remaining cobblestone streets and outlying buildings. Now, they were walking on dirt, the ground thankfully dry, as it could get quite muddy, and slippery, after a day of rain. The bluff loomed high above them, with ragged trees and tufts of grass growing from its rugged surface. Short, windswept dunes hid the sea from sight, but even so, the air grew thick with the salty scent, and Fjörna felt the familiar tug towards the water.

    “Here’s the trail,” she said. She indicated the narrow path that veered up the hill, wrapping gradually up its side.

    “You were right,” the girl remarked. She eyed the brush that surrounded the trailhead. “I would have never found this on my own.”

    Fjörna glanced back at her, a single eyebrow arched while a slight smile danced on her lips. “I hope you like to hike,” she said. Turning around, she lifted up the hem of her skirt and tucked it in at the waistline, showcasing her thick, muscled calves and worn boots, before leading the way up the dusty dirt trail.

    Behind her, the girl smiled to herself, deciding that she liked her guide. She plunged after her, grinning as Fjörna moved further ahead, easily outstripping her.

    As they climbed, a mist started to roll in from off the sea, weaving its way around their bodies and through the brush. The path quickly grew steep, and Fjörna felt the muscles of her legs deeply engage, while her body broke out in a slight sweat. By the time she reached the top of the ridge, her breath was coming in short gasps and her cheeks were flushed, and she felt a simple pleasure pulse through her at the physical exertion.

    Pausing at the top of the ridge she looked back over the town and watched as the curling fog wrapped itself around the single- and double-story buildings that populated the borough. In a matter of minutes, the entirety of Mjönes had been covered in a cloud as thick as a blanket, while only a few fragments, like the library steeple and the tower of the governor’s manor, remained visible to her sight. The girl joined her atop the ridge, quietly looking out on the misty scene, and Fjörna felt the beginnings of affection grow as the girl maintained the silence, showing an uncommon willingness to watch and be still.

    “This way,” Fjörna said after a few minutes had passed.

    She led her down the familiar path to Naima’s house. The fog swirling around them muffled their footfalls, and she wrapped her cloak more firmly about her, stepping with care so as not to trip on any branches or rocks. From out of the mist emerged the stone house that stood alone, overlooking the eastern sea. Beside it, a scraggly cypress tree kept it company, its stiff branches reaching inland, having surrendered to the insistent pull of the wind long ago. To the west, all she could see was a wall of fog, but she knew that once it cleared, she would be able to see the snow-capped peaks of the Thoraki Mountains just visible above the dense, dark green forest that marked the western edge of Mjönes’ abundant farmland.

    They soon reached the short, dry-stone wall, and Fjörna felt a sense of calm settle over her spirit the moment she passed through its opening. The house itself stood before them, wise and sturdy, like its chief inhabitant, and timeless as the sea it watched over.

    Fjörna peeked back at the girl. In the mist, the copper in her golden hair shone out all the more vibrantly; it reminded Fjörna of the red leaves of a maple tree, and how they blazed even brighter on a cloudy day. Her shoulders were thrust back, her left hand casually resting atop the pommel of her sword, while her eyes were fixed on the house, looking with keen interest, as if she were trying to peel back the layers of stone and discover some hidden treasure within. She carried a vast secret; of that Fjörna was certain. The girl met her gaze, her eyes both warm and guarded, a confusing combination that defied comprehension. Fjörna looked away, feeling just as intrigued and uneasy as she had at the base of the bluff.

    She knocked at the door, the sound ringing out sharper than normal, and she wondered if it was due to the fog. She didn’t have long to wonder, however, for in the next instant the door opened. Naima looked to have been busy in the kitchen, for an apron was tied around her waist, and her pale skin glistened with a faint sheen.

    Naima smiled with delight, her eyes sparkling, and pulled Fjörna into a rough embrace. “How many times do I have to tell you that you don’t have to knock!” she said.

    “I know, I know. I just figured that you weren’t expecting me today, and I didn’t want to startle you.”

    “That’s very sweet, but you know that little startles Cindri,” Naima replied.

    From behind Fjörna, the girl cleared her throat, and Naima looked up, piercing her with a stare. “And who is this?” she asked. She eyed the girl up and down, her gaze lingering momentarily on her sword before settling on her face.

    Fjörna was about to respond, when the girl stepped forward, her light brown eyes burning with sudden intensity. “It’s a bit complicated,” she said. “Would you mind if I came in?”

    Naima stared at her for the space of a heartbeat before answering. “Please,” she replied. She stepped aside, opening the door wider.

    The girl paused before entering, and turned towards Fjörna. “Thank you for showing me the way,” she said. “I’m sure I can find my own way back.”

    Naima glanced sharply at the girl, knowing a dismissal when she heard one. She closed the door halfway, blocking her entry. “Actually, Fjörna,” she said, speaking to her apprentice though her eyes were fixed on the stranger. “If you wouldn’t mind, I would love it if you would stay.”

    The girl met her gaze, her eyes narrowing slightly as she took in the measure of her. “I’d prefer to speak with you in private,” she said.

    Naima held her gaze, inwardly taken aback when the girl didn’t look away. It was a rare person who could meet her eyes with such composure, and she was impressed by it. “Be that as it may, as my apprentice, Fjörna is privy to all that goes on here. If you’d like to speak with me, it will need to be in her company as well.”

    The girl glanced at Fjörna, clearly upset.

    Fjörna could tell she was unaccustomed to being disobeyed, and she cocked her head to one side, wondering, yet again, who she was and where she came from.

    The girl pursed her lips, staring at Fjörna as she considered her, knowing that she had little choice in the matter. Finally, she turned to Naima, relenting. “Fine,” she said. “All together.”

    Naima smiled broadly. “Splendid,” she said. Opening the door wider, she ushered them both inside. “I was just about to make a fire. The mist came on so quickly!”

    “I’ll do it, Naima,” Fjörna said.

    “Thank you, little one. Then I’ll go ahead and set some water to boil for tea.” She disappeared into the kitchen, leaving the two girls alone.

    As Fjörna bent in front of the hearth, the older girl made a slow circuit of the room. Fjörna glanced over her shoulder, stealing a look at the girl. As she watched her, a strange feeling wound its way into her consciousness, and she realized that, for the first time in all the time she’d been apprenticing with Naima, she felt as if the stone house was too small and simplistic, and perhaps even meager. There was something about the girl that demanded immense, dramatic spaces, and vast vistas, and it made the house and everything in it seem insignificant. Fjörna shook her head, quickly dispelling the thought as nonsense. She knew better than to believe such things, and she resolutely turned away. But soon enough, her eyes had strayed back, and she found herself again watching the girl’s movements.

    The girl lingered in front of the bookshelf, scrutinizing the titles of the many books that lined its shelves, before pausing to stand by the dining table and stare out the window to the east. The window gave a clear view of the sea on a sunny day, but as she looked out, all she could see was the nebulous, grey fog rolling in from off the water. She glanced towards the fireplace, and when she found Fjörna’s eyes on her, she nodded towards the window. “This must be quite the view,” she commented.

    “It is,” Fjörna replied. She held her gaze for a moment longer, and then turned away, bending low to gently blow on the budding blaze.

    Soon, the fire was crackling merrily in the hearth, the flames leaping with shoots of wild orange and hints of blue. Fjörna settled in one of the armchairs, forcing herself to watch the dancing flames instead of looking at the girl. She was annoyed with herself, bothered that she had judged Naima’s home as being anything less than wonderful, for in all the months she’d been apprenticing, that was precisely how she’d thought of it.

    The girl ambled across the rug, her eyes continuing to rove curiously over the room. She was about to sit in the other armchair, but stopped short at a sharp look from Fjörna. Instead, she brought over a dining room chair and set it down near the fire.

    “You’re not much of a talker, are you?” the girl remarked.

    “I can be,” Fjörna said.

    “Humph,” the girl grunted.

    She took her coat off, draping it over the back of the chair before looking around once more. Beneath her coat, she wore a rich blue tunic and a dark brown bodice. Fjörna could see that in addition to her sword, she wore a dagger strapped against her right thigh, and she stared at it, shocked to see a woman thus outfitted.

    Naima reappeared, carrying a tray laden with a ceramic teapot and three cups. She placed it down on the pallet bed and proceeded to pour the mugs full of steaming, floral-scented tea. She had taken off her apron and tied her hair back in a simple braid, exposing a swath of silver hairs. As Naima bent over the tray, her braid swung down beside her shoulder, and Fjörna smiled as the silver hairs glistened in the firelight. Fjörna had often imagined to herself that the moon had infused her mentor with a piece of its essence.

    “Here you are,” Naima said. She handed one of the teacups to the stranger.

    “Thank you,” the girl replied.

    Next, Naima handed Fjörna a teacup, sharing a silent smile with her apprentice before taking a seat in the other armchair. She sighed as her body sank into the cushion, closing her eyes to savor the moment. From the kitchen, a flash of brownish orange streaked out into the sitting room, leaping up onto Naima’s lap and settling onto the blanket she’d covered her legs with. The girl gave a start when she saw the vivid green eyes of the tawny cat, and swallowed nervously, her throat suddenly dry. There was something uncanny about the cat, and she stared at him with undisguised bewilderment.

    “This is Cindri,” Naima said. She smiled, glancing playfully at Fjörna. “He’ll be joining our conversation as well.”

    The girl hesitated before speaking, shifting uncomfortably in her seat. She gazed down into her mug, running her finger around the rim as she centered her thoughts. Clearing her throat, she looked up, nodding towards Fjörna. “I realize I was a bit rude. I apologize for that.” She paused and turned to meet Naima’s eyes. “It’s only because I have something of the utmost secrecy that I need to discuss with you.”

    Naima’s smile disappeared in an instant. “Fjörna can be trusted with any secret you have to share,” she said.

    The girl glanced once more at Fjörna, appraising her. Fjörna sat up straight, meeting her gaze calmly. The girl nodded once and turned back to Naima. “I defer to your wisdom in this,” she said.

    “Please,” Naima said. “What brings you to see me?”

    “It’s a bit of a long story,” the girl began. “First of all, I should tell you my name.” She flashed a smile at Fjörna, shrugging her shoulders sheepishly.

    Fjörna smiled. “I knew it wasn’t your name,” she said.

    The girl nodded, and turned towards Naima, raising her chin as she met the gaze of the older woman. “I am Princess Ichante,” she said.

    Naima’s eyes went wide, but aside from that she gave no sign of surprise. “Your Highness,” she murmured as she inclined her head.

    “I’ve journeyed here in secret, and I would greatly appreciate it remaining so.”

    “Yes, Your Highness,” Naima replied. She shared a brief glance with Fjörna. “We both understand.”

    “Good,” Ichante said. She paused, staring into her steaming mug as she considered how to continue. “I’ve come for your services,” she said.

    Naima’s eyebrows arched up in surprise. “For yourself?” she asked.

    “Nay,” Ichante replied. “For my father. He is gravely ill, and our court physician is unable to heal him.”

    Naima stared at her in stunned silence. She placed her teacup down, freeing her hand to rest it atop Cindri’s back, gently stroking his soft, silky fur. Cindri stared at the princess, his green eyes wide and unblinking. Ichante frowned; if she didn’t know any better, she might have thought that he was listening to the conversation as well. Naima’s hand came to a gradual rest, and Ichante returned her attention to the healer. Naima was regarding her curiously, as if she were a rare summer flower that had somehow managed to bloom in winter.

    “Why have you come to me?” Naima finally asked.

    Ichante leaned forward, staring directly into her eyes. “Because I know a man who practices magic. A maegka. He can sometimes see the future, and sometimes the past. He told me that you would be able to help my father.”

    Naima’s eyes hardened over, her breath stilling in her chest. For a moment she didn’t move. But then she turned away and picked up her mug, taking a small sip of tea as she examined the fire. She sat like that for nearly a minute, cradling the teacup just under her chin, eyes trained on the blaze.

    Ichante continued to watch her, poised on the edge of her chair, the balls of her feet pressing into the floor. It was all she could do not to speak.

    Finally, Naima turned away from the fire and set her teacup down. “What is this man’s name?” she asked.

    “Eshne.”

    “I don’t know anyone by that name.”

    “He said the same about you. He didn’t know who you were, or where I could find you. It was only a happy coincidence that I was able to discover anything about you.”

    “And how was that?”

    “Over the winter, my father requested an audience to announce me as his successor. It was at that time that Connell, the governor of this town, and Giles,” she paused, nodding towards Fjörna, “were visiting the capital. I learned of you through them.”

    “I see,” Naima said. Her body had gone cold, and she picked up her teacup once more, allowing the heat to soothe her. “And did this Eshne say how I would be helpful?”

    “If by that you mean to ask, did he reference you in relationship to magic, then no, he did not. All he said was that you could help, and the implication was that you are the only one who can.”

    “I see,” Naima replied. Inwardly she felt relieved that her ability to perform magic had not been disclosed. She grew silent and turned once more towards the fire, contemplating the wild dance of its flames.

    “Will you come to Nuvolen to see my father?” Ichante asked. She held her breath, awaiting her response.

    “Does your father know you are here, asking this of me?”

    “Yes.”

    “And does he know that a maegka guided you to me?”

    “Yes.”

    Naima turned towards Ichante, her eyes narrowed. “And how does he feel about that?” she asked.

    Ichante looked away, her jaw tensing. “He has sworn to eventually stamp out magic in the kingdom, and so he was not pleased that I learned of you through magic. However, I told him that you are not a maegka, and that your skills are purely medicinal.”

    “Well, they are certainly medicinal,” Naima muttered as she gazed back into the fire.

    “Will you come?” Ichante repeated. She leaned forward, her brown eyes intent.

    Naima sighed and looked at Fjörna. “What do you think?” she asked.

    Ichante turned to gape at Fjörna, incredulous that Naima would ask a child her thoughts on a matter of such gravity.

    Fjörna bit her lip, considering. “It does sound a bit risky, doesn’t it?” she replied.

    “It does,” Naima agreed.

    “For both of us,” she continued.

    “Aye,” Naima said.

    “What do you mean, risky?” Ichante asked. She turned from first Fjörna to Naima.

    “What is your stance on magic, Your Highness?” Naima asked.

    “What do you mean?”

    “To be honest, I’m astounded you’ve even heard of it.”

    “You’re right,” Ichante replied. “I’ve had a hard time finding anyone who will talk with me about it. But even so, I have heard of it and do believe in it, very much.”

    “But beyond believing in it, what is your stance on it?” Naima persisted.

    “I believe that magic is neither good nor bad. I believe it is like a tool, and the use of it greatly depends on the individual person who wields it.”

    “And do you, like your father, believe it should be stamped out?”

    “Goodness, no!” Ichante exclaimed. Her eyes grew full of horror at the thought. “If I had my way, I would welcome magic into the kingdom.”

    Naima sighed, looking away.

    “Is it magic that you practice?” Ichante asked. She gripped her pant leg with sudden excitement.

    Naima hesitated before answering. She glanced down, briefly meeting Cindri’s green gaze. “No,” she finally replied. “I’m just a very talented healer.”

    “Oh,” Ichante said. Dismayed, she slumped back into her chair.

    Naima glanced at Fjörna, as if waiting for a sign. Fjörna regarded the princess, taking in her disheveled hair and bright, burning eyes. There was something sincere about her, something more than mere words. As she observed her, she realized that she truly did believe her, and believed that she had meant what she said, about wanting to embrace magic into the kingdom. She met Naima’s gaze, nodding imperceptibly.

    Naima turned to the princess, her eyes grave. “I will come to the palace, as long as I can bring my apprentice with me,” she said.

    “Of course!” Ichante said. She smiled, her whole body relaxing with relief.

    “Good,” Naima replied. She rose up from out of her armchair and walked towards the entryway. “I will need a full day to get my affairs in order before we depart.”

    Ichante reached for her coat, sensing that their meeting had come to a close. “I’ll wait in town,” she said. “I have a manservant with me. We would be happy to escort the two of you to the palace the moment you’re ready.”

    Naima nodded, moving towards the door. “We will meet you the day after tomorrow, at sunrise.”

    “Where?”

    “At the entrance to town, on the main road.”

    “I will be there,” Ichante said solemnly. She paused to shake her hand before stepping outside. Just as the door was about to close, she glanced back at Fjörna and nodded a silent farewell.

    Once they were alone, Naima turned towards Fjörna, her jaw clenched as she met the younger woman’s gaze. She began to cross towards the hearth, but stumbled as she neared the center of the room, and clutched at the back of a chair.

    Fjörna sprang to her feet. She rushed to her side, nimbly sidestepping the pallet bed, and slipped her arm around Naima’s waist. “What’s wrong?” she asked.

    “I feel a bit faint,” Naima replied weakly.

    “Come,” Fjörna said. She slowly led her to the armchair. Once she’d helped her down, she disappeared into the kitchen, only to reappear a moment later with a glass of water in hand.

    “Thank you, little one,” Naima said. She smiled sadly up at her as she took the glass.

    Fjörna squatted down in front of her. “What is it?” she asked.

    Naima took a long sip, nearly draining the glass, and turned to look into the fire. Cindri jumped up into her lap, rubbing his silky fur against her hand. A full minute passed, and still she gave no indication of having heard Fjörna. Finally, she gave a long sigh, and looked down to meet Fjörna’s gaze.

    “Please, tell me what troubles you,” Fjörna said.

    “The world is turning, and things are changing,” Naima replied. She paused, and in her sharp, blue eyes Fjörna thought she could see all the wisdom of the sky.

    “What do you mean?” she asked.

    “It feels like the right thing to go and help this king, but my heart quakes as it hasn’t in a very long time.”

    “Perhaps we shouldn’t go,” Fjörna said.

    “No, little one. It’s the right thing to go. Even Cindri agrees.” Naima looked down into her lap and smiled affectionately at the tawny cat.

    “But if you’re exposed! If this king means us all ill, then why help him?”

    Naima closed her eyes, lowering her voice as she answered. “For the girl. We do this for the girl, and not for him.”

    Fjörna sat back on her heels, searching her face for comprehension. “I don’t understand,” she said.

    “The princess, she loves him dearly,” Naima replied. “You can see it in her eyes. And her heart hasn’t been turned against those with magic.” She opened her eyes, meeting Cindri’s gaze. A slight smile formed on her lips. “We are so much more than our individual lives. You will see one day.”

    “How will helping him do any good?”

    “Because the princess will bear witness to what we do. She will understand, deep in her heart, that magic in and of itself is not evil, and should not be destroyed. She will understand that the world is more complex than good and bad, than right and wrong. She will learn to trust her heart more than her head. We need her to learn these things, because she is special, like you, and her actions, and her beliefs, will change the fate of the world.”

    Fjörna gaped at her, her eyes wide and scared. “What do you mean, like me?” she asked.

    “You will learn in time, little one. But for now, we make ready to go to the palace.”

    “Are you sure I should come with you?” Fjörna asked.

    Naima looked at Cindri, waiting to hear his response. He stared at her, his green eyes wide and definite. She sighed, nodding as she turned to again look at Fjörna. “Yes,” she replied. “It is essential that you accompany me.”

    “But why? Won’t I just get in the way?”

    “Fjörna! You are never in the way!” Naima exclaimed. She reached down to cup Fjörna’s chin, forcing her to look into her eyes. “You are very important, and I will need your help in this journey. I am sure of it.”

    Fjörna gulped, and felt a shiver course through her body. She glanced at Cindri, wondering what it was he had told her. “Will Cindri come with us?” she asked.

    “Of course,” Naima replied as she gently stroked his brownish-orange fur. “And Taavi too, I hope.”

    “That makes me feel better,” Fjörna said quietly to herself.

    Naima nudged Cindri off her lap and stood up. “Come, we must get you home,” she said.

    “You’re going to take me home?”

    “I am. If you’re going to accompany me to the palace, I must speak with your parents. I am sure they will have their concerns.”

    “I’ll go and ready your wagon,” Fjörna said.

    As she disappeared outside, Naima slowly walked over to the window, staring out at the swirling mist. There was more that the princess wasn’t saying, she was sure of it. She drummed her fingers on the tabletop, thinking. It would be quite dangerous to use her skills while at the palace. Here in Mjönes, most people didn’t give much thought to the ways she helped them. Their chief concerns lay in feeling better, and not in her methods. The king, on the other hand, was likely to question her techniques, and speculate on her knowledge. Hopefully, they would return home once he was healed, and the princess would have had a positive experience in relationship to magic. And if for some reason she were discovered and imprisoned again, at least her actions would have fed into the larger plan of the world. At least she would have helped, in some small way, by showing the princess that magic could be used for good.

    She glanced at Cindri, taking comfort in his intense green stare. He had sensed something in the princess, something powerful and kind. Perhaps she would change the fate of the land. And if this was the means through which that would take place, then she had no other choice than to journey to the palace and save the king.

    

  
    Chapter Eighteen

     

    
     

    More Precious than Gold

     

    It was near to bedtime. Fjörna had just finished dinner with her family, which had been an extremely talkative affair. Naima had spoken with her parents earlier that evening, allaying their fears and making all the arrangements for their upcoming trip. They would be traveling by horseback, and lodging in the palace. Naima had emphasized the secrecy of the trip, which both her parents had willingly embraced. The only person they had told was Aengus, who was beside himself with excitement. He had taken a break from his habitual reticence, and spent most of the dinner peppering her with questions about the princess. By the time she was dismissed from the table, it was quite late.

    Fjörna pretended to get ready for bed, but as soon as her brother had closed his bedroom door, she retrieved a knit blanket from her room, pulling it snuggly around her shoulders, and snuck down the hall in the direction of the back staircase. Quickly, she navigated the handful of dark corridors that comprised the servants’ quarters, her heart hammering as she approached Streya’s room. She wasn’t sure why she was so nervous, but something about leaving, and journeying to the palace, made her feel uneasy when she thought about Streya. She knocked lightly on the door, hoping no one else could hear.

    Streya opened the door and peeked out, her face breaking into a dazzling smile. “Fjörna!” she whispered. She pulled her inside, embracing her in a swaying hug.

    Fjörna let her body sink into the other girl’s arms, pressing her face against Streya’s shoulder and inhaling her bright, earthy scent, before stepping back. Streya closed the door, then grabbed Fjörna’s hand and pulled her towards the bed. A fire burned in the hearth, warming the small room and casting light into the dim corners.

    “What are you doing here?” Streya whispered.

    “I had to see you,” Fjörna said.

    “What happened? What is it?”

    Fjörna hesitated, her lips pressing thinly together as she considered what she could possibly say. She knew she shouldn’t share anything about the princess, or her journey to the palace, but as she gazed into Streya’s intense green eyes, she felt her resolve melt away.

    “That girl we saw,” she began.

    “Aye. Who was she?”

    “That was Princess Ichante.”

    “What?” Streya squeaked.

    “I know,” Fjörna said. “Her father, the king, he’s terribly ill. She came to ask Naima to come to the palace, to heal him.”

    “That’s unbelievable!” Streya whispered fervently. “But strange too, isn’t it?”

    Fjörna nodded, and then looked down into her lap, uncertain how to share the next part. In truth, she didn’t know how she even felt about it, and was scared that in telling Streya, she would find out.

    “What is it?” Streya asked. “What’s wrong?”

    Fjörna peeked up, watching to see how she would respond. “I’m to go with her. To the palace.”

    Streya’s eyes widened. “Are you scared?” she asked.

    Fjörna dropped her gaze. “Not really,” she said.

    “Yes you are,” Streya observed. She grasped Fjörna’s hand, gently pressing it between her two palms. “Tell me,” she said.

    Fjörna took a deep breath and looked up. She couldn’t lie to Streya, not about this or anything else, which meant that she couldn’t lie to herself. “It’s the king,” she said. “The princess says that he wants to do away with magic, and all those who practice it.”

    “But why would he do that? You’re going to help him! That doesn’t make any sense.”

    “He doesn’t know that Naima is a maegka. No one does except you and me. I’m scared they’re going to find out about us.”

    “Then you shouldn’t go,” Streya declared. Her eyes grew fierce, her jaw clenching in determination.

    Fjörna felt her breath still at the change wrought on her face. In a flash, Streya had transformed from a human girl into a mythic creature of the sea, her eyes crackling with cords of lightening. It was both alarming and exciting to behold. Tentatively, Fjörna reached up to stroke Streya’s cheek, unconsciously holding her breath as she grazed the edge of her lips. Slowly, Streya’s face changed back, the harsh lines that had formed around her mouth fading away under Fjörna’s gentle touch. Her eyes softened, and in the next instant she was herself again, no less beautiful, but certainly less formidable.

    “I don’t think you should go,” she said.

    “Naima says we have to. She says that we’re meant to change the world, and by going, we’ll make things better.”

    “By changing the king’s mind?”

    “No. By showing the princess that magic can be used for good.”

    Streya’s throat tightened, and she shook her head. “I don’t want you to go,” she said, her voice breaking with emotion. She pulled Fjörna down onto the bed, holding her tightly in her arms. Fjörna curled into her embrace, pressing her ear against Streya’s chest. “I don’t want you to get hurt,” Streya whispered.

    “I thought you’d say that,” Fjörna said quietly.

    Streya inhaled deeply, trying to quell the terror rising in her chest. “Do you trust the princess?” she asked.

    “I think so,” Fjörna replied.

    “How long will you be gone?”

    “I don’t know.”

    “Oh, Fjörna!” Streya whispered, as she pulled her even closer. “I don’t like this.”

    Fjörna could hear Streya’s heart beating frantically through the fabric of her nightgown. She propped herself up on an elbow, so that she could look into her worried green eyes. “I’m going to be fine,” she whispered. “I won’t like being away for so long, but I’m going to be all right.”

    Streya stared at her, her gaze flitting from one eye to the other. “You mean it?”

    “Yes,” Fjörna said. She rested her chin atop Streya’s chest, keeping her eyes fixed on her face. “I really liked spending your birthday with you,” she said. “Did you and your mother have a nice time after I left?”

    Streya’s nose crinkled, the creases on her forehead disappearing as she smiled. She reached out to caress the ridge of Fjörna’s eyebrow. “Are you trying to change the subject?” she asked.

    Fjörna grinned as she bit down on her lower lip. “Maybe,” she replied.

    “I’m going to miss you when you’re gone,” Streya whispered.

    “Me too,” Fjörna said. She turned her head, so that her cheek was pressed against Streya’s chest once more.

    They lay like that for a long time, curled up on the narrow bed, watching as the fire burned through the pile of logs. Streya eventually fell asleep, her breathing pattern shifting into soft, rhythmic sounds that reminded Fjörna of the tide as it rolled back and forth across the sand. Fjörna smiled at the likeness, knowing in her heart that Streya both enlivened and soothed her in much the same way as the sea. She remained still, basking in the nearness of her.

    The day was not lost on her, however, and Fjörna’s thoughts drifted back to the princess, and the way Ichante had looked both angry and ashamed when she spoke of her father, and his intention to do away with magic. At the memory, a kernel of fear took root inside of her, and her heart started to pound. Fjörna closed her eyes, trying to think of something else. Instead, she focused on Streya, and the way her breath sounded like the sea, and the way her skin smelled like the woods in spring. She clutched to the sensations, pressing a memory of them into her heart, so that she could think back on this moment when she was away on her journey, and far from everything she loved.

    The final log collapsed in the hearth, interrupting her thoughts. Fjörna opened her eyes, and shifted so that she could look upon Streya’s sleeping form. The light was dim, but even so, she could see the contours of her face, and the way her dark hair contrasted with the fairness of her skin. Carefully, reluctantly, she disentangled herself from Streya’s arms and crawled out of bed. Even with the fire burning in the hearth, the night was still quite chilly, and she covered Streya with a thick woolen blanket. Then, with a final small smile, she bid her friend farewell, and stepped out into the hall, shutting the door gently behind her.

     

    
     

    The next morning Fjörna was out in the pasture, sitting cross-legged in a sea of grass and watching Kainoa graze, when Björn ambled over. He smiled when she looked up, and she instinctively smiled in response, squinting from the brightness of the sun. He sank heavily to the ground, pulling out his carving knife and a piece of wood, and began to work in silence. A few minutes passed before either spoke. He glanced up from time to time, but she seemed only half aware of his presence, as if her attention were miles away. He cleared his throat, looking again at the wood in his hands.

    “I hear you’re taking a trip to the palace,” he said.

    She jumped, startled by his words. Glancing over, she nodded. “Tomorrow,” she replied.

    “You seem a bit nervous,” he observed.

    “I don’t really want to go,” she replied.

    He glanced up, surprised. “Is that so?”

    “Well, a little,” she said. “A part of me does, but most of me doesn’t.”

    He turned back to the hunk of wood, shaving off another sliver. “And why is that?” he asked.

    She was twisting a piece of grass in her fingers, and stopped at his question. She looked over at him, watching as he whittled the wood. “Do you remember what you said about your mother? About Ylva?”

    “Which part?” he asked.

    “About her wanting to keep her magic hidden.”

    “Aye.”

    “King Gustav wants to stamp out magic,” she said.

    His head whipped up, his forehead creased with alarm. “Who said that?” he asked.

    “Princess Ichante. And she would likely know.”

    “But no one even believes in magic here,” he argued. “At least, it’s quite rare to meet anyone who does.”

    “I guess he does,” she replied with a sigh. She gazed over at Kainoa, her eyes fixed on her glistening chestnut coat.

    “If that’s true, then it doesn’t sound like a safe place for Naima or you to visit,” he remarked.

    She met his eyes. “I know,” she replied. “But Naima says we must. She says that some things are bigger than any one person.”

    He nodded, thinking. “I take it your parents don’t know,” he said.

    “Of course not,” she replied. “They don’t know anything about magic, and they certainly don’t know about me.”

    “Well, what if you told them?”

    She glanced away, instead looking towards the edge of the field, where Taavi was resting under a tree. “I’m not ready for that yet. I’m not ready for anyone else to know.”

    Björn watched her, his gaze lingering on her high cheekbones, and the slant of her eyes. Even as she sat huddled in the grass, he could see that her figure was starting to emerge, the figure of a woman, and the demeanor of one too. Her silences, so full of quiet observance in the past, were becoming more introspective, more complex. She glanced over at him, and he felt his breath catch as the sun caught her face. Today, she looked more like her mother than she ever had before. He sighed, hoping that the young woman before him would never face the same struggles or pain.

    “I understand,” he said. “I wish I could say I didn’t, but I do.”

    “Björn?”

    “Aye.”

    “Do you have magic?”

    “Not me,” he said. “Nay. The only maegkana I know are my mother, Naima, and you.”

    “I wonder why,” she murmured, half to herself.

    “Why what?”

    “Why there’s so few people with magic in this kingdom.”

    “I don’t rightly know,” he said. He ran a hand through his shaggy red hair, squinting up at the sky as he thought back. “When I was younger, about your age, I took work as a sailor for a few years.”

    “A sailor?”

    Björn grinned at the surprise in her voice. “Well, as a ship’s boy. My best friend, Ronan, his father worked as first mate on a merchant ship, and he filled our heads with stories of the sea and far off lands. I had it fixed in my mind that one day I’d look upon a siren, and listen to her song, even if it was the last thing I did.”

    “I take it you didn’t encounter one?”

    “Nay,” Björn said with a shake of his head. “And thank goodness for it, otherwise I wouldn’t be sitting here today. But I did travel to many a distant land, and I heard stories of magic. My mates, they chalked it up to superstition. Children’s stories, they’d say. But I knew different.”

    “Did you hear anything about Ashtiara in all your travels?”

    He looked at her curiously. “Why do you ask?”

    “Just something Naima said once, about it being a safe haven for maegkana.”

    He nodded, and squinted back up at the sky. “Aye, I’ve heard many a tale, especially when I was being warned to steer clear of the Old Sea.”

    Her forehead crinkled in surprise. “Do you mean to say that ships don’t go there?”

    He shook his head grimly. “The Old Sea is shrouded in a fog so thick that you can barely see your nose in front of your face. Every sailor knows that if you venture into those waters, you’re likely never to return.”

    “But then how do people know about Ashtiara?”

    He shrugged. “Just through the myths, I suppose.”

    “What do they say?”

    “It’s said that it was lost to the mist over a thousand years ago, and that even if you could find your way through that endless sea of fog, that it’s guarded by creatures of the Old World—massive krakens that roam the coast, terrorizing any ship that comes too close. A powerful faery queen rules over the realm; it’s said she can commune with dragons, and holds council with the gods in her sleep. Some say that she takes the form of a great white owl, while others say that she, herself, is a dragon, and from her cave high up in the mountains, she holds command over the entire island.”

    Fjörna felt a shiver course up her spine. “Did you say, a great white owl?”

    “I did. Why?”

    Fjörna’s thoughts had shot back to that winter morning, when she had awoken to find an owl perched atop the oak tree just outside her window, staring at her with those great golden eyes.

    She gulped and looked away. “It’s nothing.”

    Again, Björn looked at her curiously, but didn’t say anything.

    Fjörna could sense him watching her, and shifted uneasily. She knew Björn was a safe person to talk about the owl with, but something held her back. Instead, she picked up the thread of their earlier conversation.

    “Naima has told me a little bit about her life before coming to Mjönes. She says that in other kingdoms, people know about magic. You’d think that you would have met a maegka at some point in your travels.”

    He shook his head. “Maegkana in other kingdoms are as secretive as they are here, perhaps even more so. It isn’t safe, you see, to showcase themselves or what they can do. And I never stayed anywhere long enough to make friends, or build trust. If there’s anything I’ve learned from my mother, or Naima, it’s that a friendship with trust is more precious than gold.”

    “Do you miss it? The sea, I mean.”

    He smiled, looking out over the field as a particular memory shone out. “Nay, not the sea. But I do miss Ronan. If truth be told, he takes after the seals that his name draws its meaning from. He never likes to be far from the water. He captains his own ship now. I meet up with him whenever he comes into port, but it’s so rare these days. He spends most of his time in the Southern Isles.”

    Fjörna stared at him, trying to imagine this great, lumbering man climbing a mast, or swimming in the deep waters far from shore. She cocked her head to one side, smiling. “I just can’t imagine you as a sailor,” she remarked.

    Björn grinned and rocked back on his haunches. “Ah, well. I did enjoy it for a time, but you’re right. I make more sense on land.”

    He looked off in the other direction, watching the horses as they grazed in the pasture. The field was quiet, save for the chirping of birds, and the occasional breeze sighing through the grass.

    “Björn?”

    “Aye,” he said.

    “Did your father know about your mother?”

    “About her having magic?” he asked.

    “Aye,” she said.

    “He did.”

    “Then why didn’t she stay?”

    He sighed, twirling the half-carved piece of wood in his hands. “Well, I guess it wasn’t enough. She didn’t want to spend her life hiding.”

    “But it meant she couldn’t be with you. How do you make a choice like that?”

    “Like what?” he asked.

    “Choosing between being with the people you love, or staying true to yourself.”

    “I don’t rightly know,” he replied. “I’ve never had to make that choice.”

    “Do you think I should tell my family?” she asked.

    He glanced over, smiling sadly at her. “No one can tell you the answer to that,” he said. “Only you can.”

    “Did you miss her, when you were a boy?”

    “I did,” he replied. He turned back to his piece of wood, shaving a fragment off with his knife. “But I was able to see her at least once, and sometimes twice a year. She’d come to visit in the summertime.”

    “But not anymore?”

    “Nay,” he said with a shake of his head. “She’s only been once or twice since my pa died. That was nearly ten years ago. I think it’s too sad for her.”

    “Do you ever go to see her?”

    “When I can, but it’s hard to get away from the farm, at least for very long.”

    “Björn?”

    “Aye.”

    “Why do so many people hate magic?”

    “Well, I wouldn’t say that they hate it exactly,” he replied.

    “But they must if they want to destroy it,” she argued.

    He set the hunk of wood down in the grass, idly holding the knife in his hand as he mulled over her words. Finally, he looked up, meeting her eyes. “It’s more like they fear it,” he said. “Fear can make most anyone do things they wouldn’t normally do.”

    “But why fear it?” she asked.

    “Well, it’s a natural thing to fear what you can’t control,” he replied.

    “How is that natural? I can’t control the weather, and I certainly don’t fear it.”

    “Well, that’s true,” he said, rocking back as he thought about her response. “But even so, you can prepare for the weather. And besides which, there’s some predictability to the weather, even if you can’t control it. There’s no predictability when it comes to the human heart, and that can be frightening when facing something you can’t control, like magic. There’s no way to protect yourself against someone who means you ill.”

    “But not everyone with magic means harm. I mean, take Naima. Why would anyone need to protect themselves from a healer?”

    “Because folks don’t think about magic in that way. Believe me, I’ve seen it in my travels. When people talk about magic, it’s almost as if they’re talking about something wild, like a bear or a wolf. And there’s not a single person I know who would invite such a creature into their home, because no matter how tame it may seem, there’s always the chance it’ll turn wild again.”

    “But Naima?”

    “Well, think about it. Folks might say that she means no harm now, but what about down the road? What if her powers change, or if they grow? What if she turns mean-spirited, as some folks do whether or not they have magic? What then? Nay, it’s easier for people to just vilify something like magic from the start.”

    “That still doesn’t make any sense,” she argued. “What about knights? People don’t fear them without good reason, and they’re trained to do a lot of harm. They’re trained in skills that most people couldn’t defend themselves against, just like magic.”

    “That may be true, but most knights swear allegiance to the king. They’re accountable to someone. People with magic aren’t accountable to anyone. They’re just people, normal people, with extraordinary powers. And besides which, in theory most any person could train themselves to fight in those ways, and perhaps defend themselves if need be. Magic is different. You’re either born with it, or you’re not.”

    “But that’s so unfair! It’s like judging people based on what they could maybe do someday.”

    “That’s right,” he said. “It’s very unfair. I think that’s why my ma chose to live off on her own. She didn’t want anyone’s judgment, especially for things she’d never even done.”

    Fjörna huffed, staring off into space. Her jaw clenched as she felt a helpless rage fill her chest. How could people be so narrow-minded? How could they be so cruel? She glanced down at the ground, her eyes alighting on a small white flower. She picked it, and held it up in front of her face, twirling it around by its stem. Her anger gradually abated, and she looked back over at Björn.

    “Your mother, what can she do?”

    He grinned, and leaned back so that he was resting on his outstretched hands. “Well, she can do quite a few things. But only because she’s a shifter.”

    “A shifter?”

    “That’s right. She can shift form.”

    “Into what?”

    “A spirit bear. And when she’s in bear form, she can do a lot of different things.”

    “Can she shift whenever she wants?”

    “Aye. It’s quite the sight to behold. One moment she’s herself, and the next a great, white bear.”

    “Oh my,” she breathed.

    He smiled at the look on her face. “Perhaps you’ll meet her someday,” he said. “She’s good friends with Naima, though they see each other so rarely.”

    “How did they meet?”

    “Oh, I think they met years ago, before either of them came to Staerjka.”

    “Is that why Naima trusts you?”

    “I suppose so. When I was a boy, Naima came to town. I believe she heard of Mjönes because of my ma. In any case, the next time my ma was visiting, she introduced me to Naima. In some ways, she’s been like a second mother to me, especially with my ma living so far off.”

    “I’m sorry you don’t get to see her very much.”

    “It’s all I’ve ever known. And besides which, I feel thankful knowing she’s safe, and knowing she doesn’t have to hide.”

    Fjörna grinned, eyeing his massive hands and broad face. “Is that why you’re so big? Because she’s part bear?”

    He chuckled to himself. “My pa used to say so. My pa was quite skinny. I think it was a shock to him as I grew up.”

    “Well, I’m glad she’s safe.”

    “Me too. And speaking of safe, I’m still worried about you going to the palace.”

    “I know,” she replied. “Me too.”

    From the other side of the pasture a flash of movement caught her eye, and Fjörna turned, squinting to see what it was. Streya was racing across the field, her dark curly hair bobbing around her face, while her arms jutted out wildly as she sought to keep her balance. Fjörna grinned, and began to wave.

    “It looks like you have company,” Björn commented. He slowly pushed up onto his feet.

    Fjörna looked up at him. “You don’t have to go,” she said.

    He glanced up, squinting towards the sky. “I know. But I have work to do. Though, it’s been nice to take a rest in the sun with you.”

    “For me too,” she said.

    “Naima will be by later today,” he said.

    “Why?”

    “She’ll be taking her grey mare, Iona, on the road with you to the palace. But she’ll be leaving Namid here on the farm while you’re gone. She’ll be dropping him off this afternoon.”

    “That’s nice of Father, to let her keep him here,” she said.

    “Aye. Your pa’s a good man.” He waved to Streya before trudging off through the pasture, leaving a trail of flattened grass behind him.

    Streya arrived less than a minute later, breathless from her dash across the field. She bent over at the waist, resting her hands on her knees as she gasped for air. Once she’d caught her breath, she stood up, her expression radiant as she beamed down at Fjörna.

    Fjörna looked up at her shyly. “Hi,” she said.

    “Hi,” Streya replied. She sat down in the grass beside her, so that they were both looking at Kainoa. “A rider just came with invitations for the ball!”

    “That’s splendid news!” Fjörna exclaimed.

    “I can’t believe he did it,” Streya remarked.

    “Neither can I,” Fjörna replied. “But I sure am happy about it. Is your mother excited?”

    Streya’s face fell at her question. “She caught a cold in the night. She woke up with a sore throat, and too tired to even get out of bed.”

    “Oh, no!”

    “Aye. Your father sent a note to Naima, asking if she might bring a tincture or some such thing for her.”

    “I’m sure she will,” Fjörna replied fervently. “And I’m sure your mother will be feeling like herself again before you know it.”

    Streya grimaced. “I have no doubt, but certainly not in time for tonight’s ball.”

    “Are you still going to go?”

    “I’d like to, but I feel about ten times more anxious to be going on my own.”

    Fjörna reached over to grip her hand. “Well, you still have me. I won’t leave your side the whole night.”

    Streya lit up at her words. “You mean it?” she asked.

    “Of course I do!”

    Streya laughed, her eyes bright again. “I can’t believe I’m fretting about going to the ball when you’re leaving in the morning for the palace! Are you nervous about your trip?”

    Fjörna smiled, pleased to see her spirits rise again. “I feel so many things at once,” she replied. “But with you here, most of the other feelings fade away.”

    Streya’s cheeks reddened, and she peeked over at her.

    Fjörna leaned over to bump against her shoulder. “You never did tell me about your time with your mother,” she said. “After you drove off in the wagon yesterday afternoon. How was it?”

    “Oh, it was nice. We talked more than we have in a while.”

    “About anything in particular?”

    “Well,” Streya began, and then paused as she eyed Fjörna uncertainly.

    “What?” Fjörna asked.

    “Well, she asked me about Owen, and if you had feelings for him. She thinks he might be a possible suitor.”

    “Why, that’s absurd!” Fjörna exclaimed.

    “Is it?” Streya asked. She watched Fjörna’s face, looking for even the minutest change in expression.

    “Well, of course it is,” Fjörna maintained. “First of all, he’s my brother’s best friend.”

    “That’s no hindrance,” Streya argued.

    “And secondly, I’m not the slightest bit interested in him.”

    “You’re not?”

    Fjörna turned to meet her gaze.

    Streya’s expression was even more distraught than it had been the night before when she had imagined Fjörna going off to the palace. Then, at least, Streya had looked ready to dual with a dragon. But now, she looked completely undone.

    Seeing her like that tugged at Fjörna’s heart in some unnamable way. She leaned forward and raised a hand to Streya’s cheek, cupping at her jaw gently. “Of course I’m not interested in him,” she whispered.

    “But yesterday…” Streya trailed off.

    Fjörna dropped her hand, and turned to watch Kainoa as she bent down to graze. “I think he’s quite kind. And there is something about him that makes me feel safe, and perhaps even seen.”

    “Seen?”

    “Aye,” Fjörna said quietly. “I don’t feel seen by a lot of people.” She looked up, meeting her eyes once more. “You, most definitely. I’ve always felt seen by you. And Naima. And Björn. But that’s it.”

    “And you think Owen can see you?”

    “I do wonder. There is a softness about him, a gentleness. It makes me feel like I can really be me.”

    “But you’re not interested in him as a suitor?”

    “Nay. I’m not interested in anyone like that.”

    Streya dropped her gaze, unsure how she felt about Fjörna’s admission.

    “What is it?” Fjörna asked.

    “I’m not sure,” Streya replied. She looked up, forcing herself to smile. “But I’m glad I know about Owen.”

    “You know I’d tell you anything,” Fjörna said.

    Streya relaxed at her words, her smile deepening so that she was no longer forcing it. “I know,” she replied.

    They lay back in the grass, disappearing from sight amidst the tall green blades. Sunlight poured down on them, seeping through their skin and filling them with warmth. Kainoa wandered over, her long muzzle reaching down to nudge at Fjörna’s hair. She sniffed at Fjörna’s face and gave a great snort, making Fjörna giggle, before turning to amble off again.

    Streya raised her head and glanced around. “Where’s Taavi?” she asked.

    “Under that tree over there,” Fjörna said. She vaguely pointed towards the edge of the field. “I think he grew tired of the sun.”

    Streya rested her head back down in the grass and gave Fjörna a sidelong glance. “Are you really going to be safe at the palace?” she asked.

    Fjörna propped herself up on her elbows and looked towards the distant mountains, their peaks just visible above the treetops. She imagined the palace, a good two-day’s ride to the west, harbored in a vast green valley, nestled deep within the Thoraki Mountains. It seemed like a world away, and the prospect of being so far from home, so far from those she loved and trusted, seemed an insurmountable challenge. But she was going just the same, and it was better to go with her chin raised high than with her heart quaking in her chest.

    Fjörna took a deep breath, and with a smile fixed to her face, turned to gaze at Streya. “Aye,” she replied. “I’ll be fine. And I’ll be back before you know it.”

    Streya reached up to touch the side of her face, tracing the determined line of her jaw. She looked into Fjörna’s eyes, and saw beyond the façade. She saw the tenderness, and the raw fear that Fjörna was trying to transcend. It tugged at her heart, making her love her all the more. With a faint smile, Streya traced the ridge under her eye, following the curve of her high cheekbone as it sloped up towards her temple.

    “I’m already counting the minutes,” she said.

    

  
    Chapter Nineteen

     

    
     

    The Spring Ball

     

    Fjörna was standing in front of her mirror, wondering if she had chosen the right dress for the evening, when she heard the patter of footsteps coming down the hall. She glanced towards the door, a smile already having sprung to her lips. Streya peeked her head through the doorway, her green eyes bright with barely contained excitement.

    “Can I come in?” she asked.

    “Yes, of course!” Fjörna replied. “I want to see what you’re wearing.”

    Streya slipped across the threshold, her heart hammering in her chest. She hung her cloak on a peg by the door before turning to face Fjörna. She was wearing her holiday dress, the creamy-white one that Fjörna had first seen her in during the Harvest Festival, as well as a dark green bodice that laced up the front. Her dark curly hair was half done up, with a trail of curls falling gracefully down her back. With her hair pulled back, her eyes looked more striking than ever, and Fjörna felt her breath catch, just as it had on that first fateful night. She felt suddenly shy as she looked at Streya, and her voice nearly failed her.

    “Y—you look beautiful,” she said.

    “So do you,” Streya replied.

    Fjörna could tell she really meant it, because the same look of shyness was reflected back on her friend’s face. She bit her lip, unsure what to say or do.

    Streya’s face split into a broad grin, and she skipped across the room, quickly doing away with the space between them as she reached for her hand. “Come on! We have a ball to attend.”

    “I’m almost ready,” Fjörna said. She glanced towards her bedside table, where she had set out three necklaces. “I just need to pick which one to wear.”

    Streya followed her gaze, her eyes growing large at the sight of the second necklace. “That one there,” she said with a nod.

    “You think so?”

    “Absolutely. The centerpiece looks like starlight infused with fire. Perfect for you.”

    Fjörna blushed at her remark.

    “What type of stone is it anyways?” Streya asked.

    “A fire opal,” Fjörna replied. “My father brought it back from his trip to Nuvolen over the winter. I haven’t worn it yet.”

    “Why not?”

    “It just seemed too magical.”

    Streya arched an eyebrow in disbelief. “For you? Never.” She stepped back, holding Fjörna’s arms out wide so that she could look her up and down. “Your dress is like the color of the sky just after sunset, that deep mysterious blue. I think the stone would look enchanting with it.”

    “Well, then I guess I’m ready,” Fjörna said as she picked up the necklace.

    “Here, let me,” Streya said. She extended her hand out, palm up.

    Fjörna paused before handing it over. There was something in Streya’s stance that made her flush. She took a slow, deep breath and placed the necklace in Streya’s palm. Then she turned around, and waited with utter stillness. Streya moved just behind her, the fabric of her dress making a swishing sound as it rubbed against Fjörna’s dress. She reached her arms around to Fjörna’s front so that the centerpiece hung at her neckline. Her breasts pressed up against Fjörna’s back for the briefest of moments, and Fjörna closed her eyes, too scared to even breathe.

    “Can you move your hair?” Streya asked softly.

    Fjörna reached back to lift her hair up and over the chain, so that her long, black mane hung down the side of one shoulder. She could feel Streya’s warm breath on the back of her neck, and shivered.

    “Don’t move,” Streya whispered.

    In her voice, Fjörna could hear the hint of a smile, and she bit her lower lip, forcing herself to be still as Streya secured the clasp behind her neck.

    “There,” Streya said.

    But she didn’t move. Fjörna could still feel Streya’s body just behind her. She opened her eyes but didn’t turn around. Streya rested her hands on Fjörna’s shoulders and slowly slid them down her arms. Even through the thick layer of fabric, Fjörna could feel the warmth of her skin, and it sent a thrill through her body.

    Just then they heard footsteps coming down the hall, and Streya darted away. Fjörna gasped at the sudden chill that pressed in where her hands had been. She felt shaky as she turned around. Streya was standing by the bed, the pale skin of her neck and cheeks flushed with emotion. Suddenly, there was a knock at the door.

    “Mistress!”

    It was Ingrid, one of the house servants, come to fetch her.

    Fjörna tore her eyes away from Streya, and somehow managed to speak. “Yes, come in,” she said.

    The door opened and Ingrid leaned in through the crack, but didn’t step inside. “Mistress, your parents say they’re ready to leave. They’re waiting downstairs by the carriage.”

    “Thank you, Ingrid,” Fjörna replied. “We’ll head down right now.”

    Ingrid nodded and disappeared back down the hall.

    Fjörna turned towards Streya, and met her gaze in silence. The tender intimacy of a moment before had passed, swept aside by Ingrid’s abrupt entrance. Now, as Streya stood before her, it was all too obvious the apprehension she had suppressed in the bustle of getting ready. Fjörna reached her hand out, and Streya clasped it. Her grip was tight, and Fjörna grinned at the force of it.

    “Nervous?” she asked.

    “Terrified,” Streya replied.

    “Remember, I’ll be by your side the whole night.”

    Streya exhaled slowly, her eyes trained on the door. She glanced at Fjörna and nodded solemnly. Without another word, they gathered up their cloaks and made their way downstairs.

    The sun was just beginning to set over the trees to the west, and already, the town of Mjönes was shrouded in the deep purples and blues that preceded the coming of night. The covered carriage stood waiting at the base of the porch, with Björn perched up on the driver’s seat, ready to be underway. They quickly descended the porch steps.

    As Fjörna reached for the carriage door, Giles stepped out from the shadows.

    She jerked back at his sudden appearance, nearly knocking into Streya. “Father! You gave me a fright!” she said once she’d regained her footing.

    “So sorry,” he replied. He looked a little sheepish, but Fjörna could tell it was about something besides surprising them.

    “What is it, Father?”

    Giles glanced towards the closed door of the carriage and gave a great heaving sigh. Turning again towards Fjörna, he was about to say something when he noticed Streya standing beside her. He paused, his eyes softening at the look of trepidation on her face.

    “You look lovely, Streya,” he remarked.

    “Thank you, sir,” she replied.

    His eyes flitted briefly towards Fjörna, but it was Streya whom he continued to address. “Streya, I think it might be best if you rode up top with Björn. It’s a bit tight inside, and I wouldn’t want to wrinkle your dress.”

    Streya’s cheeks warmed with embarrassment, and she dropped her gaze. “Of course, sir,” she replied. Without looking at Fjörna, she clambered up the side of the carriage, grasping the hand Björn proffered.

    Fjörna felt a chill descend on her body as she watched Streya settle onto the bench. She knew for a fact that the inside of the carriage was quite spacious, and that her father’s show at gallantry was nothing more than pretense. “Father, this is absurd!” she whispered. “You know, as well as I, that there is plenty of room inside.”

    He shifted from one foot to the other, and looked anywhere but at her. “Be that as it may, I think it would still be best if she rode up top with Björn.”

    “And why, may I ask, is that?”

    Giles glanced at her, startled by her tone; it was so unlike Fjörna to question anything he said. He swallowed, wondering if it had been a good idea to allow Streya to accompany them to the ball after all. “Your brother has a bit of a headache, and I don’t want to make it any worse,” he said.

    Fjörna pressed her lips together in fury, incensed that her brother would make an issue of this here and now. “Then I guess I’ll be riding up top as well,” she declared. Without another word, she turned away and climbed up the ladder.

    “Fjörna!” he called. “Please, be reasonable.”

    “I am. I don’t want to make his headache worse, and I certainly will if I have to sit with him all the way into town.”

    Giles stared up after her, helpless to change the state of things. “Please?” he entreated.

    She glanced down at him, her anger abating at the look on his face. She knew that if he could, he would allow Streya to accompany them in the carriage. But for some reason, he couldn’t. And though she could forgive him his weakness, she couldn’t go along with it.

    “It’s all right, Father,” she said. “It’s nice up here.”

    “Your mother will be upset.”

    “Please just tell her that I needed some air.”

    “You’re sure, Fjörna?”

    “I’m sure.”

    She looked away, her eyes fixed on the road at the end of the path. She could hear him give a sigh of defeat, before turning the door handle and climbing into the carriage. Both Björn and Streya were staring at her, but still, she kept her eyes trained on the road, unwilling to show even them the way her insides shook at having defied her father. A full minute passed, and still they didn’t move. Fjörna glanced at Björn, wondering why he hadn’t urged the horses on.

    “Are we waiting for someone else?” she asked.

    He glanced down at her nervously, his broad face covered in a swath of shadow from the nearby oak tree. “Nay, it’s only that I wanted to make sure you were staying up here.”

    She jutted her chin out, forcing her voice to remain calm. “I am,” she said.

    “Fjörna, you really needn’t,” Streya interjected. “I’ll be fine up here. Really.”

    Fjörna grabbed her hand and squeezed it. “I told you, I’m not leaving your side all night.”

    Streya smiled at her words, but there was a tightness around her eyes.

    “It’s going to be all right,” Fjörna maintained. “Besides, I would rather ride up here with you, even if my brother weren’t being terrible.”

    “I’m going to pretend I didn’t hear that,” Björn muttered as he nudged the horses forward.

    “Oh, come now!” Fjörna whispered. “You know it’s true.”

    Björn glanced at her from out of the corner of his eyes, but remained silent. His mouth was tight with worry, while a deep furrow had etched itself in between his eyebrows.

    Fjörna stared ahead, angry and confused by the exchange. She knew that down below her brother probably sat with a similar look on his face, but she didn’t care. All that she cared about was that he was once again showing the side of himself that she liked least. And just the day before she had thought that maybe things could be different! She huffed and looked out across the valley, barely paying attention to the passing scenery.

    The sky was quickly deepening into a rich violet blue, the same color as her dress; it hugged at the moon, which had neared the apex of its arc, showcasing its light all the more vividly. Normally at such a time she would gaze up, wide-eyed to see such a display of color. But now, this evening, her heart churned with something new, a feeling that eclipsed all others. Tonight was the first time in all her memory that she had openly reproached something her father had done. She closed her eyes in anguish, wishing that it hadn’t happened, and yet knowing that if she had the moment to live all over again, she would make the exact same choice.

    Beside her, Streya shifted uneasily on the bench, wishing she could fix the predicament. She glanced up at Björn, but when he felt her eyes on him, he merely shrugged and handed her a blanket. He seemed unwilling to engage further, but she still felt thankful for the small kindness. She spread the blanket over Fjörna’s lap as well as her own, but Fjörna gave no indication of noticing as she peered off into the night, her thoughts as remote as the vast blackening sea. Streya gazed out towards the bay, searching for an answer in the darkening water. A twinkle to the left caught her eye, and she looked northeast, smiling impulsively at the flicker cast by the first star of the evening. She nudged Fjörna, determined to draw her attention to the light.

    Fjörna turned, expecting to see a mirrored expression of distress on Streya’s face. Instead she found herself met with a shy smile as Streya pointed up towards the sky. At the glimmer of light, Fjörna felt her chest unclench and the tension in her jaw subside. The star shone like a jewel in the night, acting as a balm on her spirit. Inhaling deeply, she imagined the starlight expanding inside of her, filling her aching heart with a small glimmer of wonder. It was small, but bright, and it burned away the anger that had taken root in her chest, making room for something sweet.

    Relieved to feel something of herself again, she sidled up next to Streya and rested her head on her shoulder. She smiled as Streya took her hand, but aside from that, she didn’t move. Her eyes were trained on the twinkling light, and for the rest of the ride into town, she didn’t let it out of her sight.

     

    
     

    Owen waited just inside the entry hall, his restless eyes peering out through the tall, rectangular window onto the crescent-shaped drive. He paid no attention to the guests milling about throughout the foyer, and didn’t notice the many curious glances that his sentinel-like bearing was drawing. He watched as carriage after carriage pulled up, scanning the face of each guest, searching for a member of Aengus’ family. As the minutes passed his anxiety grew, and he reached into his pocket to withdraw a large brass button, something he had picked up from off the floor earlier in the day. It must have fallen from a coat, he had thought as he had tucked it away. Now, he rolled it between his thick, earthy fingers, using it to calm his nerves.

    Behind him, his mother, Astra, descended the staircase. Her brown hair was pulled back into an artful arrangement, while an elegant blue gown hung loosely around her stout frame. It was pulled in at the waist with a grey, knotted cord, while a silver shawl of lustrous satin draped across her shoulders. She paused, wondering at the look of hope mingled with torment on her son’s face.

    “Owen,” she called, drawing his attention away from the window.

    He glanced back, but met her gaze for no more than a second before turning yet again towards the window. “Yes, Mother?” he said.

    “What are you looking for?”

    “I’m just waiting for Aengus to arrive.”

    “You could wait inside. You have other guests to attend to.”

    “Yes, Mother.”

    He turned away from the window, but beyond that his feet wouldn’t budge. He glanced out once more, his lips pursing as he peered into the night. Astra noticed the way his hands fidgeted with some small trifle, and realization dawned on her that he wasn’t waiting for Aengus, but rather for his dark-eyed sister. She smiled, finally understanding why it was so important for him to invite the house servant and her daughter to the ball. Everyone knew of the unorthodox friendship that had developed between Fjörna and the servant girl. Obviously, Owen was just trying to win her over through an act of charity.

    “Well dear, just be along shortly,” she relented.

    He shot her a brief, grateful smile. “Yes, Mother,” he said.

    She turned away, her cheeks pinking with pleasure at the thought of her son taking a fancy to someone. He was usually so introverted and self-composed that she had wondered if he would ever feel the thrill of having his heart crack open. She quickened her steps, her eyes darting left and right as she looked for her husband. She must tell Connell, she thought. He would be so delighted!

    Behind her, Owen was again looking out the window. But he only had to wait a minute or so longer, for just at that moment he recognized the flaming red hair of Björn as he passed beneath the light of a torch. On the bench beside him both Streya and Fjörna were huddled together, eyes bright as they gazed up at the manor house. His hands shook with anticipation, and he took a deep breath, thrusting the button into his pants pocket as he rushed outside.

    The footman had already opened the door to the carriage, and both Giles and Beatrice were standing in the drive. Owen slowed his steps, forcing himself to address Fjörna’s parents before helping her down from the driver’s bench.

    “Owen!” Giles exclaimed. The light from the torch bounced off his spectacles, and it was hard to see his eyes through the glare. But even so, Owen could tell by his tone of voice that he was pleased to see him.

    “Giles,” he said as he shook his hand. He then reached for Beatrice’s hand and raised it to his lips. “Beatrice,” he continued. “I am so glad you were able to come.”

    “As are we,” Beatrice replied. She smiled, but even in the half-light he could tell that it did not reach her eyes. She glanced up towards Fjörna, her smile thinning as she caught sight of the girl sitting beside her.

    Owen followed her gaze, wondering at Beatrice’s odd behavior. He didn’t have long to think on it, however, because just then Aengus jumped down from out of the carriage, all pretense of a headache forgotten. His curly auburn hair had been smoothed down with a bit of oil, making him look a year or two older.

    “Owen!” he said with fervor.

    Owen grinned impulsively and reached out to clasp his hand. “Aengus,” he said. “So good of you to come. I’ll meet you inside.”

    “What?” Aengus said. He cocked his head to one side. “Inside? What do you mean?”

    Owen glanced up towards Fjörna, meeting her gaze with a swift smile before turning back to his friend. “I’ll meet you inside,” he repeated. “I’m going to escort your sister into the ball.”

    Aengus couldn’t help but gape. He turned from Owen to Fjörna and back again, but still the look of complete bafflement remained fixed to his face. “All right,” he finally mumbled. “I’ll see you inside.”

    Giles peered at Owen curiously, as if seeing him for the first time. He had never thought to consider the boy as a possible suitor, but that seemed to be the direction things were going. A slow smile spread across his face, and he clapped a hand on Aengus’ shoulder, leading him away. “Come, my son,” he said. “Owen will be along shortly.”

    As they walked away, Aengus glanced back, watching as Owen stepped up to the side of the carriage and offered his sister a hand. He turned back around, his face twisting in confusion as they passed through the entryway.

    Fjörna watched as her family disappeared into the manor house. She had expected to go in as a whole family, and didn’t understand what was happening. She glanced down at Owen, eyeing his extended hand with hesitation. “What do you mean you’re going to escort me inside?”

    He gave her a wide smile, and turned his hand palm up. “Just what I said,” he replied.

    Fjörna glanced back at Streya, having sensed the unrest that his words evoked. Squeezing her hand, she smiled with reassurance, before turning back to Owen. Her eyes were steady as she met his gaze, leaving no room for discussion. “Well, then, you’ll have to escort both of us in,” she declared.

    He bowed his head towards Streya, acknowledging her for the first time. “It would be my pleasure,” he replied.

    Fjörna nodded and turned away to talk with Björn. The brawny hostler was regarding Owen with obvious interest, but turned to meet Fjörna’s gaze.

    “You’re not angry anymore?” she asked.

    He shook his head, running a hand through his thick shock of red hair. “Nay, I wasn’t angry. Just a bit worried. I don’t like to see you and your brother at odds in such a way.”

    At his response, Fjörna felt the remaining traces of anger fizzle out. She looked down into her lap, bewildered by the sudden change inside of her. She had been ready to defend her actions, but his words made her realize that underneath her anger she just felt terribly sad. She tugged at the ends of the blanket, searching for answers in its tattered fringe. “I don’t know how to fix it,” she finally said.

    “I don’t know if you can,” he replied. “It may be one of those things that only time can fix.”

    She nodded, but didn’t respond. Instead she picked up the blanket, folding it carefully before handing it to him. He tucked it away, storing it in a basket just behind his seat.

    Owen had by now dropped his hand, and was solemnly listening to the proceedings above. Björn glanced down at him, his curiosity roused once more. There was something about the boy that was different than Aengus, something of the profound. Björn shook his head, dismissing the thought, and turned back to Fjörna. “I’ll be returning to pick all of you up at ten o’clock,” he said.

    “So early?” she said.

    “Aye, per your father’s request.” Björn paused, his mouth twitching into a wry smile. “I’ve heard rumor that someone will be waking early in the morning, before even the last stars have faded.”

    Fjörna blushed with embarrassment; she had forgotten that she and Naima would be embarking on their trip to the palace in the morning. “That’s right,” she mumbled.

    He looked from Streya to Fjörna, noticing the way both girls seemed fixed to the bench, their postures stiff and unyielding. “Now listen to me,” he said. “It’s just a ball. It’s just a bunch of people dressed up whilst they dance to music. Nothing more.” He paused, meeting Streya’s eyes. “You’ll be fine as long as you remember the truth of who you are.”

    Streya grinned up at him, perceptibly relaxing at his words. “Did my mother tell you to say that?” she asked.

    He looked sheepish as he matched her smile. “Aye, she did,” he admitted. “But it’s no less true. Your mother is a very wise woman. Now off with the two of you! Otherwise I’ll be late.”

    “Where are you off to?” Fjörna asked.

    “I’m heading over to Naima’s house for dinner.”

    Fjörna glanced down at Owen. He was still waiting at the front of the carriage, his hands clasped casually behind his back. He had been listening to their conversation, ever watchful. She swallowed, suddenly nervous in his presence.

    “Are you ready?” he asked. His deep voice was soft and soothing, reminding Fjörna of the way Björn sounded when he spoke to the horses.

    She nodded and swiveled around so that she could climb down the ladder. As she neared the bottom, she took his offered hand, blushing at the contact. His hand was warm and fleshy, his fingers gentle yet firm as they wrapped around her palm. She hopped down the remainder of the way, her boots making a sharp clapping sound on the grey cobblestones. Once he was sure she had her footing, he released her hand, and reached up to help Streya likewise disembark.

    Fjörna watched as Streya slowly descended the ladder, careful not to let her dress snag on anything. Streya thanked Owen as he let her go, and turned to meet Fjörna’s gaze. In the torchlight, Streya’s eyes shone out with such radiance, the green of her irises coming alive in the flickering light.

    “Shall we go inside?” Owen asked.

    Fjörna was again reminded of the way Björn spoke to the horses, and it made her smile. She took his proffered arm, pleased at the gallant attention. Once her hand was securely settled in the crook of his elbow, he turned and offered his other arm to Streya. She giggled, likewise pleased in spite of herself, and stepped up close so that she could slip her hand through the opening.

    “Now then,” he said. “Here we go.”

    It was a short walk from the carriage to the wide, double doors, but to Streya it felt like a mile. The moment stretched out, each step taking so much longer in her mind than it did in actuality. She was sure that everyone was staring, and when she glanced to the side, she saw that they, in fact, were. A group of guests was clustered in the drive, while another stood huddled beneath the wide awning that covered the porch. They paused in their conversations, watching as Owen proceeded past with the girls by his side. Streya felt their eyes settle on her, and a moment later heard the soft murmurs of whispers, and she knew they were talking about her. She forced herself to turn away, forced herself to focus on the sound of her footsteps, and the way Owen’s arm felt solid and sure of itself as he held her close.

    They passed through the open doors, and Owen steered them to the left. They entered a large sitting room, decorated with varying hues of blues and greens. A long, teal couch rested up against the window, while an enormous dark green rug covered the floor. Along the opposite wall sat a trio of armchairs, two of which were occupied by a pair of stately, old women. The hearth was hidden from sight by a cluster of guests, but Fjörna could hear a fire crackling just under the hum of conversation.

    Owen nodded towards the long couch and the window situated just above it. “I like sitting there in the afternoon,” he said. “It’s the perfect place to read a book, or look out on the park.”

    Fjörna glanced towards the window, relieved to realize that the town gardens were just across the street. By the time they had arrived at the ball, it had been quite dark outside, and in her heightened emotional state, she had completely forgotten that the governor’s manor faced the park. “I’d forgotten how close your house was to the gardens,” she said.

    “Oh, yes,” he replied. “Sometimes I’m even able to convince my tutor to move our lessons out onto the grass.”

    “How splendid!” Fjörna said.

    Streya was half listening to the conversation, but the other half of her attention was taken up by the looks of disdain that many of the guests were giving her. Unconsciously she tugged tighter on Owen’s arm, drawing his attention away from Fjörna. He followed her gaze, his eyes hardening as he realized what was happening.

    “Here,” he said. “Let Cillian take your cloaks.” He nodded towards a boy of about twelve with a wiry frame and sharp, quick movements.

    Reluctantly Streya handed him her cloak. She knew it would be most cumbersome to dance in it, but it had afforded her some measure of protection. In its absence she felt the urge to cross her arms in front of her chest, but that would have required letting go of Owen’s arm, which she was loath to do. Instead, she raised her chin high and forced a look of composure on her face, knowing intuitively that the only true protection she had rested in her apparent confidence. She waited in silence, wondering how long Owen would want to remain in the sitting room.

    “Please,” Owen said. “Follow me.”

    He led them back out into the foyer and beyond, passing through two large archways and arriving in a grand hall. The main part of the room was devoted to dancing, while circular tables were scattered around the perimeter, their surfaces covered by dark blue tablecloths of rich satin. Each table hosted an arrangement of small glass candleholders centered around a vase of freshly cut roses. To Fjörna, it seemed as if the candles flickered all the more brightly in contrast to the darkness of the table coverings, reminding her of a constellation of stars in the night sky. The effect was quite magical, and she gazed around, appreciating how the assembly of twinkling lights bestowed an air of intimacy to the massive chamber. Along the far wall a quartet of string instrumentalists was playing a slow melody, the notes soaring above the noise of chatter and the patter of feet. To the left of the instrumentalists lay a small annex, its opening framed by two, ornately carved columns. Within its recesses, numerous guests lounged atop couches and armchairs, their murmurs indistinct above the sounds of dancing and music.

    Streya couldn’t help but grin, and she glanced past Owen to meet Fjörna’s eyes. Even with all of the nasty stares she had received, her heart still pulsed with excitement, and she was beyond pleased to be in attendance at such an event.

    Owen noticed the look that passed between the two of them, and felt his chest swell with pride. “Do you like it?” he asked.

    “Yes!” Streya exclaimed.

    He had been about to say something else, but was struck speechless by her visage. He hadn’t noticed it before, but she had the most startling green eyes, and just now they were resplendent with life. They made her whole face light up, and where a moment before he had thought her somewhat strange in appearance, now she seemed utterly beautiful.

    “I’m—I’m so glad,” he finally stammered. “I hope you will allow me a dance this evening.”

    She pinked at his words, but didn’t drop her gaze. “It would be my pleasure,” she replied.

    “Good,” he said. He turned towards Fjörna, quite overwhelmed by the proximity of the two girls. “And I hope you also will honor me with at least one dance,” he said. His cheeks turned a ruddy shade as he waited for her reply.

    “Of course,” she replied.

    “Excellent,” he said. “Why don’t you two take a seat somewhere, and I’ll be back with some drinks?”

    “Thank you,” Fjörna said. “That is most kind of you.”

    He gave a slight bow and strode away, quickly disappearing amongst the guests. Fjörna looked after him, wondering yet again why he was being so nice to them. She didn’t notice that a few tables over, Aengus was seated with her parents, and that he was considering her with a similar expression of perplexity. He glanced after Owen, watching as he made his way towards a waiter who was carrying a tray of drinks. Aengus leaned over to whisper something hurriedly to his parents, before dashing after him. Fjörna, however, had turned away and did not see him corner Owen, or notice the barrage of emphatic whispers Aengus addressed him with. She did not see the way Owen’s ears turned red with anger, or the way he hardened his jaw. Instead, her eyes glowed from the ambiance of the room, and the exquisite combination of dancing and music. She turned to meet Streya’s gaze, her smile only growing larger at seeing that her friend felt similarly.

    Streya’s eyes were bright, her lips quivering with feeling. “I can’t believe I’m here!” she whispered. “Quick! Pinch me!”

    “Of course you’re here!” Fjörna replied with a laugh. She grabbed her hand, leading her towards a nearby table. They drew a handful of stares as they sat down, most of them directed at Streya, but they were too happy to notice.

    “Owen is being so nice,” Fjörna remarked.

    “He really is,” Streya agreed. “I don’t even feel jealous of him.”

    “Jealous of him?”

    “Well, he is rather dashing.” Streya paused and glanced around to make sure no one else could hear her before continuing. “I’m used to getting most of your attention,” she said.

    “Oh, Streya!” Fjörna exclaimed. “You needn’t be jealous of him. Not now, and not ever. In fact—” She paused, not sure if she had the courage to finish her sentence. Streya was waiting expectantly, however, and the joy in her eyes was so contagious that Fjörna felt emboldened to bravery. “In fact,” she continued, “I would also like to reserve a dance this evening.”

    “A dance?” Streya repeated.

    “Yes. A dance with you.” Fjörna knew it wasn’t completely unusual for two girls to dance together, especially if they were dear friends, but she meant something more, even if she didn’t quite understand what that was yet. Her heart pounded in her chest, while her stomach felt like it was doing leaps. She swallowed nervously, and forced herself to continue. “I know it’s a bit funny, but would you want to do it anyways?” She waited, watching each change in Streya’s countenance.

    Streya stared at her for a moment, stunned by her overture. As comprehension overcame shock, she felt a fire light in her blood, speeding up her pulse and making her whole body vibrate with heat. In that moment, everything that surrounded them—all the guests with their horrible stares, the beautiful music twisting and twining through the air, the pattering of twenty pairs of feet on the dance floor—all of it faded away, leaving just the beautiful girl in front of her, with her deep, dark almond-shaped eyes. “I would love that,” she breathed.

    “Excuse me,” a voice interrupted them.

    Fjörna looked up, clearly annoyed. But the young man was looking at Streya, and didn’t notice.

    Streya shook her head, as if coming out of a daze, and looked up in confusion. She had expected to go the whole evening garnering countless looks of disdain, but sure that no one would actually deign to speak with her. She was completely taken aback to see the look of cordial curiosity on the young man’s face.

    He was tall and lean, and stood with an ease that denoted immense comfort in his body. His skin was the color of coffee beans, and his dark eyes danced with a secret fire, as if he shared it only with a select few. He shared it now with Streya, and she felt warmed by his expression. He wore a dark tunic with a golden sash wrapped around his trim waist, and a long crimson cape affixed at his shoulders. In one earlobe shone a single hoop of pure gold, and on the opposite wrist he wore a wide, intricately woven bracelet that matched his cape.

    “I don’t believe we’ve met,” he said. “My name is Lukasha.”

    “I’m Streya, and this is my dear friend, Fjörna.”

    He smiled down at Fjörna, nodding his head in a sort of bow. “My lady,” he said.

    “I don’t know you,” Fjörna remarked. She was too annoyed to be polite, but he didn’t seem offended by her bluntness. He smiled, a half knowing smile that made her feel even more irritated.

    “But I know you,” he replied. “I’m not surprised you don’t recognize me, especially given that we’ve barely ever spoken two words to each other. I’ve been at sea these last three years, and have probably grown a foot in that time period. My father is Ulla, the spice merchant.”

    
Fjörna sat back in astonishment, her indignation at being interrupted all but forgotten. “I do remember you!” she exclaimed. “You look so different.”

    “And you as well. The last I saw you was at the Summer Carnival, perhaps four years ago. You were hiding in your father’s tent, peeking out through the flaps. I’d recognize your eyes anywhere, with your watchful stare.” He paused, and turned back towards Streya, his gaze softening. “But you, my lady, I don’t recall you.”

    “I just moved to Mjönes over the autumn. With my mother.”

    “Ah, that would explain it,” he replied. “And how do you like it so far?”

    “I like it very much,” she said.

    “That’s good to hear.” He paused, his eyes growing bold once more. “I wondered if you might like to dance with me?”

    Streya gaped at him for the space of a breath, uncertain if she had heard him correctly. His dark eyes continued to dance as he looked at her, and she swallowed down the lump that had formed in her throat. Her pulse began to race, and she exchanged a look with Fjörna, and in that look Fjörna could see the swarm of feelings unfolding inside of her: pure delight at being treated as an equal, mingled with fear at what he would say when he discovered her lowly station. There was only a trace of regret at being pulled away from Fjörna, a hint of an apology.

    Fjörna smiled sadly, knowing that she couldn’t stop her, and even if she could, that she didn’t want to. It gladdened her heart to witness somebody else acknowledging the beauty and wonder of her friend, even if in doing so he pulled her away.

    Streya turned back to him, her body tensing with apprehension; she had decided it was better to get the truth out of the way, rather than wait to have him hear it from someone else. She prepared herself for the cringe of disapproval she was sure would mar his face, telling herself that it didn’t matter what he thought. “You should know that my mother works as a servant,” she said.

    His smile stretched wider as he cocked his head to one side. “And why need I know that?” he asked.

    “Because you probably wouldn’t have asked me to dance if you had.”

    “I don’t feel dissuaded,” he replied. “It wouldn’t matter to me whether your mother was a queen or a scullery maid. Either way, it would be my honor if you would join me on the dance floor.”

    “People will talk,” she warned.

    “People always talk,” he replied. “But whether or not I listen is entirely up to me.”

    Streya smiled at his statement, knowing that her mother would have said the exact same thing. “All right then,” she said. “One dance.”

    As she took his hand, the tables surrounding them burst into a whirr of whispered conversations, and Fjörna was peeved to see so many people feel the need to comment on what Streya was or wasn’t doing. Streya, however, kept her eyes fixed on Lukasha, and the obvious pleasure on his face. Never, not once in her entire life, had she ever expected someone such as he to take notice of her. It thrilled her to the core, and she positively glowed from the attention.

    She didn’t know it, but not everyone in the room looked on her with contempt. She would have been stunned to discover Gosta watching her from the other side of the room, his face twisted with longing and pain. He stood half in shadow, peering out from behind an ornately carved column. He wore a dark blue vest with copper buttons, and a vermillion-red tunic. His blond hair had grown since the autumn, and fell nearly to his shoulders, while his stocky frame had filled out, giving rise to thick, strong muscles. His bright blue eyes were trained solely on Streya, just as they had been from the moment she had entered the grand ballroom. He watched as Lukasha escorted her to the dance floor, and the way he twirled her around to face him before dipping into a formal bow. Streya beamed as she looked up into her partner’s face. Gosta felt his heart clench at her expression, while his breath grew ragged with anguish. He squeezed the wineglass he was holding, nearly breaking it from the force of his grip.

    Just then, his mother, Alayne, came up from behind him. She wore an amber dress with long, wide sleeves, the rich golden hue further highlighting her loose blond hair. She reached out to rest a hand on his shoulder. “My son,” she said. “Why don’t you dance?”

    “With whom, Mother?” he asked.

    His voice was filled with disdain, but she chose to overlook it, instead answering him as if he had sincerely meant the question. “There are a number of lovely girls here tonight,” she replied.

    “I don’t see anyone who interests me.”

    “Well, why not try anyways? You might surprise yourself.”

    He glanced back at her, his expression softening at the unmistakable love in her eyes. “Perhaps you’re right,” he said.

    “Good,” she replied. She gave his shoulder a gentle squeeze and then turned to walk away.

    He looked after her, watching as she laughed at something that someone said. Her fair cheeks always turned pink when she laughed, and they had for as far back as he could remember; even in the time that his father was still alive. Whenever her cheeks turned rosy like that, he felt as if everything in the world would be all right, as if he need fear nothing. He felt heartened as he looked on her face, and a resolve built in him to do what he never thought possible. He would approach the thing he feared most in all the world; he would approach Streya and ask her to dance.

     

    
     

    When Owen returned to the table, he was surprised to find Fjörna sitting alone. He glanced around before sitting down, wondering where Streya had disappeared to. Fjörna smiled warmly at him as he took a seat, her gratitude at his having invited Streya mitigating her insufferable shyness. He handed her a glass of amber-colored wine, and watched with anticipation as she took a sip. She brightened at the taste, her eyes growing wide with pleasure.

    “What is this?” she asked.

    He grinned, pleased. “Plum wine,” he replied.

    She took another long sip, her eyes closing as she rolled the liquid around on her tongue before swallowing. It felt so luxurious, like rich dark chocolate mixed with sunlight. She grinned as she opened her eyes. “It feels so luscious and sweet! The way it moves over my tongue is extraordinary.”

    “I thought you’d like it,” he said.

    “And why is that?”

    “Because you like to take your time with things. And I know from experience that taking a sip of that,” he paused, nodding towards her wineglass, “is well worth taking your time with.”

    She smiled across the table at him and took another sip.

    “Where’s Streya?” he asked.

    “Dancing,” she replied.

    “What?” he said incredulously. He twisted in his chair to peer towards the dance floor, trying to discern her face amongst the many couples.

    “Do you know Lukasha?” Fjörna asked.

    “I do. Not well, though. I haven’t seen him in years.”

    “That’s who Streya is dancing with.”

    His head whipped around to stare at her. “No!” he exclaimed. His tone of voice drew more than a few stares, and he quickly lowered it. “What do you mean she’s dancing with Lukasha? His father is one of the wealthiest merchants in Mjönes! Does he have any clue what her station is?”

    Fjörna felt her blood boil at his tone, the recent overtures of kindness forgotten in the heat of her outrage. “Why should it matter?”

    He blanched, sensing his blunder. “It shouldn’t. I agree with you that it shouldn’t.” He paused, forcing himself to continue. “But that doesn’t change the fact that it matters to a lot of people.”

    Her eyes were still narrowed at him, and he squirmed in his seat, unused to this side of Fjörna. “Listen,” he continued. “I don’t like it any more than you do, but the fact remains that she might get hurt when he finds out. That’s what I’m worried about.”

    “And why do you suddenly care about her?” she asked, finally voicing the question that had been nagging at her since he’d extended an invitation to both Lila and Streya. “Why did you invite her in the first place? You’ve never shown any indication of caring before.”

    “I—I don’t know,” he stammered. “I mean I do, but—well, I felt bad for her. She’s your friend, and I wanted to honor that.” Even as he finished speaking, he knew that he had said the wrong thing. Fjörna’s eyes pierced him with such ferocity that he was forced to look away.

    She continued to stare at him, wondering if she had ever really known him at all. He had seemed so kind and thoughtful. He had been the epitome of gallantry. But now, as she looked at him, all of that fell away. When she finally spoke, it was with the heaviness of disenchantment. “I thought you were different. I thought you cared.”

    He looked up, his dark eyes snapping with indignation. “Of course I care!” he whispered. “I just lost my best friend over this. Do you think I would suffer that loss for something I didn’t care about?”

    “What are you talking about?” she asked.

    “Your brother.” His voice quavered with feeling, and she realized with sudden clarity what the invitation had cost him.

    Her fury ebbed away, leaving in its place a strange emptiness. She glanced across the room, to the table where her brother sat stiffly with his back turned towards them. She couldn’t believe it. She couldn’t believe that his obstinacy would extend to Owen. She turned once more towards Owen, and her heart practically broke from the expression on his face. It so mirrored the feeling in her own heart, the feeling she had been carrying around since the winter, that she felt her sense of kinship with him restored. “Aengus is angry with you?” she asked.

    He nodded, not trusting himself to speak.

    “He’s angry that you invited Streya to the ball?”

    He exhaled slowly, and nodded again. “He thinks—what did he say exactly? He thinks that I’m encouraging you to pursue an improper relationship, and on top of that, he thinks that I’m betraying our friendship by doing so.”

    “That’s absurd!” she whispered. “You know that’s absurd, right?”

    He slumped back against his chair, his fingers rubbing roughly at his eyes. “Is it really?” he asked, half to himself. “I mean, in a way, I did choose you over him.”

    “No, you didn’t,” she replied. “You chose what was right, over what was wrong.”

    Owen dropped his hands, fixing her with a look of regret. “I don’t know, Fjörna. I know it seems so clear to you, what with how you feel about Streya. But it doesn’t seem so clear to me. People have their proper stations, and maybe I shouldn’t have tried to change that.”

    “Why did you do it?” she asked.

    “I told you. Yesterday, when I came across the three of you on your way to the beach, I couldn’t stand to see the look of shame on her face, or the look of disappointment on yours.”

    “So, you did it for me?”

    “And for her too. I guess, in that moment when you were sitting side by side, I didn’t see her as the daughter of a servant. I just saw her as a girl who’d been hurt—who I’d hurt—and I wanted to make it better.”

    “You know she’s no different than me,” Fjörna asserted. “I could have been adopted by anyone. Me having the station I have—it’s purely chance.”

    He reached for his wineglass, and took a long sip. As he set the glass down, he traced the rim with his finger. “I know you’re right, but even so, you were adopted into that family, and that’s just the way it is. Maybe it was folly of me to try and change the order of things.”

    “Lukasha doesn’t seem to think so.”

    He narrowed his eyes at her, searching her face for understanding. “What do you mean by that?” he asked.

    “He knows what her station is, and he asked her to dance anyways.”

    His eyebrows shot up, and he turned to peer once more towards the dance floor. “Really?” he said.

    Fjörna leaned across the table and reached for his hand. He looked back at her, shocked by the contact. “Owen, I’m glad you tried to change things. Who we are in our hearts matters so much more than anything else.”

    The touch of her skin felt so warm and soft. He felt the tension in his chest recede, the soreness in his heart making way for something precious and new. He stared at her hand, wondering if there was more in her touch than mere friendship.

    “Owen, I need you to understand that. Please, try.”

    “Why?” he finally asked.

    “Because you matter to me too.”

    He looked into her eyes, and in their dark depths, he saw that she spoke the truth. Not quite able to speak, he slowly nodded, his gaze unwavering as he looked on her face. She smiled faintly, releasing his hand as she sat back in her chair. His hand grew suddenly cold where her palm had rested against his skin, and he raised it to his nose, wondering if her scent might have lingered.

    She watched him for a moment. His black, wavy hair had fallen across his forehead so that it hung at level with his nose, while his fingers pressed lightly against his mouth. Though he stared across the room, his gaze was turned inward, as if he were observing some vast internal landscape. She couldn’t help but smile at the look on his face. It was so familiar to her, having been a look she had worn so often in the past, and once again she was reminded of the inexplicable affinity that she felt with him.

    “Thank you,” she said.

    He dropped his hand and looked over at her. “For what?” he asked.

    “Thank you for trying.”

    Her smile was so warm. It poured right into him, like sweet honey. He felt his insides begin to glow, and in that moment he realized that he would do it all over again—incur the wrath of his friend, subject himself to the ridicule of his peers, any and all of it—if only to have her look at him like that.

    He smiled back shyly, and extended his hand out. “Would you like to dance?” he asked.

    Wordlessly, Fjörna nodded and took his hand, following just behind him as he led her out onto the dance floor. The excitement she had felt upon first arriving at the ball returned, and she glanced around, her bronze cheeks aglow from sheer delight. Couples were dancing all around them, the colors of their outfits richly illuminated by the countless candles that were scattered throughout the hall. He led her through an opening in the dancers, only stopping once they were in the center of the room. He held her hand aloft as he stepped back into a formal bow. Then, with a slight smile, he tugged her into his arms and they began to dance.

    Owen was much taller than her, the tip of her head barely reaching his shoulder, but he still managed to cup her waist without slouching. His hand was warm and earthy where it pressed against her back, and she felt her body instinctively relax at his touch. Her heart, on the other hand, was another matter entirely. She was baffled to discover that it beat with the speed of a hummingbird’s wings. Unbidden, the conversation she’d had with Streya earlier in the day rose to her awareness. She had told Streya with utter certainty that she had no interest in Owen romantically. But if that were the case, why did it feel near to impossible to look up at him? Confused, she kept her eyes averted for the whole of the first dance.

    Owen sensed her uneasiness, and she was grateful that he refrained from speaking, instead giving her the space she needed to compose herself as they moved and swayed across the dance floor. As the minutes passed, her heart gradually grew calm, and she was able to notice more. She was astounded by how gracefully he moved. Though his body was not nearly as thick or broad as his father’s, he had still seemed heavy of foot. In a way, he reminded her of the night sky, with the slow and steady progression of stars across its surface. Now, however, she was surprised to find that in dance, he moved with the deft elegance of a deer, guiding her with ease through the ever-shifting crowd of dancers.

    It wasn’t until the second dance had started that she forced herself to look up. He was smiling down at her, his eyes ever watchful as he peered deep into hers. She blushed at his overt interest and looked away.

    “What is it?” he asked.

    “I don’t know,” she said. “I feel shy with you.”

    He laughed in response, the sound deep and warm. It reminded her of summer, and the joy she felt when she dipped her feet in the creek.

    Smiling, she looked back up. “Why do you laugh?” she asked.

    He grinned down at her, his eyes crinkling around the edges. “Because I feel shy with you too.”

    For the briefest of moments, she was too shocked to move, and she tripped over his feet. She nearly fell over, but he caught at her arm, and in the next moment he had somehow managed to turn her fall into a dip. Then, without showing the slightest exertion, he lifted her back onto her feet and continued to dance as if there hadn’t been an interruption. She was used to thinking of herself as being quite heavyset, and was stunned at how easily he had handled her body.

    “How did you do that?” she asked.

    “Do what?”

    “How did you move my body like that?”

    “I don’t understand,” he said. He pulled up short and looked down at her with concern. “Did I hurt you?”

    “No, not at all,” she replied.

    Relieved, he resumed the dance.

    “It’s just, you moved me as if I weighed nothing more than a small child. How are you so strong?” she asked.

    He blushed at her question, his cheeks dimpling with embarrassment. “I get it from my father,” he said.

    “Oh,” she replied.

    They fell into silence. She chanced a glance up at him, but he seemed too embarrassed to meet her eyes. She wondered if he felt as self-conscious about his body as she did about hers. The thought intrigued her, and she looked away, baffled to find that for the first time in a long time she didn’t feel out of place in the stockiness of her frame. He held her so easily in his arms, as if she were just the right size. She let her eyes wander, trying to make some sense out of her feelings by focusing on the candlelight as it flickered across the many tables.

    Then, quite suddenly, her eyes caught on a figure wearing a cream-colored dress with a dark green bodice. In the next instant she realized it was Streya, dancing with Lukasha a few feet away, and her stomach lurched at the sight of her friend tucked into his arms. In the candlelight, Streya’s fair skin appeared slightly flushed, like the soft red hues of a white peach in summer. Fjörna felt unable to look away. There was something different about Streya, as if the promise of what she could be, had begun to unfold. Her whole bearing had ripened, so that her very essence seemed ready to burst forth from out of her skin. Lukasha beamed down at her, his white teeth flashing against his dark skin. Fjörna felt her chest cave in from the look on his face, and she tore her gaze away in sudden pain.

    “Are you all right?” Owen asked.

    She took a deep breath and nodded, but he wasn’t fooled.

    “Perhaps we should take a rest,” he said.

    He led her back across the dance floor to the table they had been sitting at before. He pulled her seat out and waited for her to sit down. With a brief smile of thanks, she took her seat and reached for her wineglass. The plum wine felt smooth as satin going down her throat, sending small tingles throughout her body. She shivered at the sensation, and set the glass down. He sat in the seat beside her, pulling his chair nearer so that they almost touched knees. Her hand was shaking, and instinctively, he reached out to hold it, hoping to calm her with the physical contact. The motion did not go unnoticed by a number of guests, and he shifted uncomfortably in his seat at the unwanted attention, but didn’t pull his hand away. Eventually, her hand stopped trembling, and he exhaled with relief.

    “Are you feeling better?” he asked.

    She met his eyes sheepishly, knowing what she must seem like. “I am,” she said. “I was so dizzy for a moment there, but I’m better now. You were right—I just needed to rest.”

    He nodded, letting go of her hand as he sat back in his chair. Only then, as he pulled away, did she notice that he had been holding it. She blushed at the intimacy, and dropped her gaze.

    “What is it?” he asked.

    “I just feel a little out of place, I think,” she said.

    “You mean, surrounded by all these people?” he asked.

    “Aye. It hit me so suddenly on the dance floor.” She paused, and glanced across the room to where Streya was still dancing with Lukasha. Her chest clenched, and she looked away, forcing herself to breathe.

    “I can relate to that,” he said. “I’ve been attending these functions since I was a small child, and I can’t tell you how many times I’ve felt overwhelmed.”

    She looked at him in disbelief. “But you always seem so composed!”

    He laughed and reached for his wineglass. “So do you,” he remarked.

    “What do you mean?” she asked.

    He shrugged and took a sip. “To me, you seem as poised as a wise old tree.”

    “Really?”

    He nodded, his cheeks dimpling at the look of bewilderment on her face. “Aye. You make me feel the ground in myself. It’s what I go looking for in the woods.”

    “Thank you,” she said quietly.

    He nodded and placed his glass down. “You are feeling better, though, aren’t you?”

    “I am,” she replied.

    “Good. I overheard Björn saying something about you having an early morning. I wouldn’t want you to feel unwell.”

    She grinned with a sudden burst of affection. “Do you hear everything?” she asked.

    He matched her smile. “Everything worth hearing. Speaking of which, where are you going tomorrow?”

    “I’m going on a trip with Naima,” she replied.

    “Where?”

    She paused, uncertain how to respond. It wasn’t in her nature to lie, and yet she couldn’t very well tell him the truth. “Deep in the mountains,” she finally replied.

    “Will you be gone long?”

    “I don’t know.”

    He was about to ask another question, when Streya plopped down in the chair on the other side of Fjörna. Owen gave a start at her sudden arrival, but quickly composed himself. He glanced around, looking for Lukasha, but didn’t see him anywhere.

    Fjörna felt her arrival like a sudden gust of wind. It blew the entire conversation she’d just had with Owen far from her mind, leaving her breathless and unsteady. With extreme effort, she forced a smile on her face. “How was it?” she asked.

    Streya was parched from dancing, and reached for Fjörna’s half-full glass of wine. “He was very charming,” she replied. “One dance turned into countless more, so I think he enjoyed my company as well.”

    “Of course he did!” Fjörna said. “He’d be crazy not to.”

    Streya blushed but didn’t respond. Instead, she raised the glass to her lips and took a long sip. Her eyebrows shot up at the taste, and she glanced at Owen. “This is really good!” she exclaimed.

    “I’m glad you like it,” he said. He was eyeing her speculatively, wondering what it was about her that had enticed Lukasha, of all people, to ask her to dance. She flashed him a smile, and he recalled the moment from before, when her green eyes had dazzled him with their brilliance. That was it, he thought. He must have seen her smile that deep, wild smile.

    Just then a figure loomed up beside the table, drawing all their attention. It was Gosta, his blue eyes hard and angry. Everyone stiffened, instinctively ready to fight or flee. He was peering down at Streya, his lips clamped together. Fjörna had never been this close to him, not even that evening at the Harvest Festival. He would have been handsome, if not for the bitterness in his eyes.

    “What do you want?” Streya asked. Both Fjörna and Owen were startled by her tone, but she paid them no heed. Her eyes were fixed on Gosta.

    He broke eye contact as he looked down at the floor. He seemed almost nervous, and Streya’s eyes widened at the realization, but she remained poised to fight. She wasn’t fool enough to let her guard down, even if he was exhibiting some measure of vulnerability. But was it vulnerability, she wondered? Was there something he actually cared about enough to feel nervous? As the thoughts flitted through her mind, she sat on the edge of her seat, her legs tensed and ready to spring.

    Finally, he glanced up, fixing her with a blue stare, and forced himself to speak. “I wondered if you would dance with me,” he muttered.

    Streya felt her breath falter. She stared at him, trying to comprehend what he had just said. He seemed sincere, particularly so given his obvious discomfort. She glanced at Fjörna, but Fjörna was gaping at Gosta with her mouth slightly ajar. With forced calm, Streya turned back to Gosta, her eyes penetrating as they met his gaze. He shivered, but didn’t look away. Slowly, she gave a slight nod.

    He inhaled sharply, stunned by her acquiescence. Not daring to breathe, he extended his hand out, half expecting her to spit on it. Instead, she took it and allowed him to lead her towards the dance floor. Behind them, Fjörna continued to gape, while Owen scrunched his eyes in confusion.

    Streya had grown so tall over the winter that she stood nearly as tall as Gosta. Her head was raised with a regal poise that reminded Fjörna of her mother, Lila, while her shoulders were thrust back, as if daring anyone to ridicule her. The only thing giving away her distress was the stiffness with which she moved. Gosta, likewise, held her hand with severe formality, his arm utterly still as they slowly moved to the center of the dance floor. As he turned to bow, a muscle in his jaw twitched, and it was all he could do to keep from running away. He forced himself to meet her eyes, and gasped at the nearness of her as she allowed him to cup her waist. Once they began to dance, he looked pointedly away, as if he couldn’t stand the sight of her. Streya, for her part, likewise picked a spot on the distant wall and stared at it.

    After a full minute of silence, she spoke; her voice was thin and tight, and he knew the effort it took for her to speak. “Why did you ask me to dance?” she asked.

    Gosta swallowed, and ran through all manner of responses, each sounding as terrible as the preceding one. Finally, he settled on the truth. “Because I wanted to.”

    “You’ve given no indication of interest before. In fact, last week when you rode your horse deliberately through that puddle and soiled my dress, that might have led me to believe the exact opposite.”

    He closed his eyes, forcing his breath to remain calm. “Yes, that’s true,” he said.

    “So why now?” she asked.

    “I—I wanted—” He paused, unable to finish his sentence.

    “You wanted what?”

    He opened his eyes, shaking his head slightly as if dodging a fly. “I just wanted to dance with you. That’s all.”

    Streya stopped and pulled her hand free of his grasp. “You just wanted to,” she repeated. “That’s all you can say?”

    They were starting to draw some attention from the nearby dancers, and he looked to either side, embarrassed to have anyone notice their exchange.

    “Just forget about it,” he whispered gruffly. “I shouldn’t have asked you.”

    “No, you shouldn’t have. You shouldn’t have asked me after everything you’ve done.”

    Streya started to turn away, but Gosta grabbed her wrist. She flinched from the tightness of his grip and tried to yank free, but he wouldn’t let go.

    “How dare you speak to me in such a way?” he hissed. “You’re nothing more than a servant, and you’re not worth my time.”

    He released her wrist with a harsh flick, and stormed away before she could respond. A sob escaped her lips, and she pressed her hand firmly against her mouth, forcing herself not to cry in front of everyone.

    In the next instant, Fjörna was at her side, with her arm wrapped gently around her waist. She steered Streya towards the table, unconcerned with the pointed looks they were receiving as they cut through the throng of dancers. As she helped Streya into a chair, Fjörna peered across the room, searching the crowd for Gosta. He was at the far end of the hall, marching with harsh strides past the instrumentalists. Fjörna was reminded of a billowing storm as it raced inland from far out at sea, with thick black clouds that threatened to unleash on anything that stood in their path. In the next moment, a cluster of guests parted to let him pass, and he opened a side door that led out into a corridor and disappeared.

    Streya’s nerve collapsed the moment he was gone, and she slumped back in her chair as if the light had gone out inside of her. Owen stared at Streya from across the table, rendered speechless by what had just happened. Fjörna crouched down in front of her, resting a hand atop each of Streya’s thighs.

    “Are you all right?” she whispered.

    Streya didn’t trust herself to speak. Instead, she shook her head in response, doing her best to keep from crying.

    “He’s gone now,” Fjörna said. “You needn’t fear him anymore.”

    Streya nodded to show she understood. She began to shiver uncontrollably, her whole body trembling as if she had been sitting out in the cold for too long; Fjörna knew from her time apprenticing with Naima that Streya was going into a trauma response.

    “Is she all right?” Owen asked. He half rose out of his seat, ready to come to her aid, but Fjörna glanced at him and shook her head. He sat back down, his face strained with anxiety as he continued to watch them.

    “I want to go home,” Streya whispered hoarsely.

    “Of course,” Fjörna replied. “I’ll just go and find my parents to let them know that we’re leaving. You wait here, and I’ll be back.”

    As she stood, Owen rose from his seat and came around the table. “It’s so early,” he said. “It’s barely eight o’clock.”

    Fjörna glanced towards Streya, her heart cramping at the expression on her friend’s face. She looked up at Owen, touched by the sincere worry in his eyes. “I know, but I need to take her home just the same,” she said.

    “Björn’s not coming back until ten o’clock,” he replied. “I could ask my father to allow you the use of one of our carriages.”

    She smiled, endeared that he had paid such close attention. “That’s so kind of you, but it’s not far to walk. And besides, I think a little air will do her good.”

    He glanced towards Streya, who was sitting numbly in the chair, before turning back to Fjörna. “Of course,” he replied. “Well, then. I suppose I’ll just have to host another ball in the near future so that we can resume our dance.”

    She reached out to grip his forearm, giving it a slight squeeze. “I’d like that,” she said. “Will you look after her for a moment while I go find my parents?”

    “Aye, of course I will.”

    She smiled up at him, briefly thinking what it would be like to push up on the balls of her feet and kiss his cheek. He seemed open to it, perhaps even hoping for it. But the moment passed, and she let go of his arm and turned away, quickly disappearing through the crowd as she went in search of her family.

    
    Chapter Twenty

     

    
     

    Moonlight and Shadows

     

    It felt dreamlike to be outside after all the light and activity that had pervaded the governor’s manor. Fjörna had half expected to step out onto a misty boulevard, for the coming of night often brought with it a sea blown fog. But the night was clear, and the air was crisp, and once they were well away from the torches, she paused and looked up.

    The sky was dark, its smooth velvet surface interspersed with a boundless sea of stars. It stretched over the town gardens, and even further back, covering the vast valley that separated Mjönes from acres of farmland, before reaching out beyond the Andara Woods and deep into the Thoraki Mountains, until it shone down on the palace itself. Looking up at the stars, Fjörna could almost imagine the journey ahead.

    She glanced towards Streya, and relaxed at the look of calm that had replaced the near panic of minutes before. “You’re feeling better?” she asked.

    Streya met her gaze and smiled sadly. “I am,” she said. “Thank you for leaving with me. I wish we could have stayed, but all those people…” She trailed off, her countenance hardening at the memory of countless faces staring at her with looks of both pity and disapproval. The pity had not surprised her. But the disapproval had hurt nearly as much as the sting of Gosta’s words. It told her, very clearly, that the way Gosta had treated her was her fault, because she had no business attending such a function.

    “I know,” Fjörna replied. “We couldn’t have stayed after that.”

    “I can walk home alone, if you’d rather go back in,” Streya offered, though secretly she longed for Fjörna to stay with her.

    Fjörna didn’t even bother to respond. Instead, she grasped her hand and led her across the street. “Let’s go through the park,” she said. “It’s a beautiful night to walk amongst the trees.”

    They stepped onto the dirt trail, their boots making soft crunching sounds on the earth. The moon was half full, and had barely begun its downward arc into the western aspect of the sky. It gave plenty of light to walk by, making it possible to avoid any fallen branches or roots that snaked across the path. All around them, the trees stood in silent company; to Fjörna, it felt as if they were emitting an invisible mist of pure, unconditional love. She reached up to cup her own cheek, sensing that the trees would have done so if they could have. They seemed to sway, ever so slightly, their long trunks moving in a subtle dance with the cool, night air. A hush settled over her spirit, and she slowed her steps, thankful for the quiet and calm that permeated the gardens. Here in the darkness, all her senses felt more alive, more present to each sensation.

    “I’ve never walked through here at night,” Streya whispered.

    “Nor have I,” Fjörna replied. “It feels magical, doesn’t it?”

    Streya squeezed her hand in agreement. When she was with Fjörna, she felt more attuned to the world around her, and this night was no exception. The stars twinkled down on her through the breaks in the canopies, and Streya imagined that they were sharing words of comfort in their soft flickers of light. She closed her eyes, trusting that Fjörna would lead her safely forward. The soft rustle of leaves pacified her wounded heart. She longed to stop and curl up at the base of a sycamore tree, to rest and listen to the leaves as they fluttered like dry paper on the breeze, lulling her with their delicate song. She opened her eyes to find Fjörna glancing over at her, a sweet reassuring smile on her face. Again, Streya squeezed her hand as her heart filled with gratitude. Though she hadn’t forgotten what drove them out into the night, for a brief moment it didn’t matter, and she felt peace settle over her knowing that she was loved and safe.

    The trail divided, and Fjörna tugged on her hand, leading Streya down a path to the left. Behind them, Streya thought she heard a sound, but decided that it must be a critter that lived in the park and dismissed it from her mind. “Were your parents upset that you wanted to leave early?” she asked.

    “Nay,” Fjörna replied. “I told them that I had a few last minute things I wanted to pack before morning.” She glanced over, a dry smile on her face. “To be honest, I think they were glad I took you with me. I think they were uncomfortable with you coming to the ball, and felt relieved not to have to deal with it anymore.”

    “I barely saw them all night,” Streya said, half to herself.

    Fjörna looked down as she thought back on the night, her face creased with worry. “I’m sorry to be leaving tomorrow, after everything that happened tonight,” she said.

    Streya took a deep breath, forcing herself to consider what the next day might bring. As she exhaled, she realized there was nothing she could do to change it, and so shrugged her shoulders. “Thank you,” she said. “I think it might be a bit unpleasant for a few days, but I’m sure things will settle back into some measure of normalcy before too long.”

    Fjörna peeked at her from the corner of her eyes, a sly grin on her face. “Not if Lukasha comes calling.”

    Streya swatted at her arm, thankful that the darkness hid the blush on her cheeks. “You know I’m not the least bit interested in him, don’t you?”

    Fjörna paused before responding. Her smile started to slip off her face as she thought back on the way Streya had come more alive on the dance floor; the way she had lit up in the glow of Lukasha’s regard. Perhaps it had had little to do with him, and more to do with being acknowledged as a person of value. Whatever the case may be, however, could she deny Streya the chance to shine? Fjörna swallowed, and forced herself to keep smiling. “I know you’re not interested in him,” she said. “I just have so little that I can tease you about.”

    Streya smiled at her admission and fell into a long silence. Nearly a minute passed before she spoke again. “I must admit, it did feel good to dance with him.”

    “How so?”

    “Well, for a few minutes at least, I felt like I belonged there. For a few minutes, I felt like myself, and not just a servant girl.”

    Fjörna was about to ask her another question, when she noticed something strange in the light. She looked up, her brow furrowed as she considered the moon. “Did the light just change?” she asked.

    “Change? What do you mean?”

    Fjörna squinted as she peered into the dark. She had been so focused on Streya, that she hadn’t been paying much attention to their passage through the park. The trees seemed moodier than they had before, as if they clung to the shadows. She felt her heart begin to race, and pulled Streya closer. “There’s something out there,” she said, half under her breath. “There’s something watching us.”

    Streya clutched at the front of her cloak, though she knew it wouldn’t afford her much protection, and searched the darkness for any sign of movement. “What do you think it is?” she asked.

    Fjörna narrowed her eyes, stilling her breath as she listened. “I’m not sure,” she whispered.

    Just then, they heard the sharp crack of a twig snapping off a branch. They jumped at the sound and nearly stumbled over a large, twisting root. Streya reached out for Fjörna’s arm, more for comfort than for balance. “Fjörna, I’m scared,” she said.

    In the next instant, the shadow of a man loomed in the night, emerging from between the trunks of two trees. It was dark and menacing, and sent a chill through each of their bodies. Streya screamed loudly, but even though her blood pulsed with terror, she pushed Fjörna behind her, shielding her as best she could. The figure came forward with a rush of footfalls, trampling across a bed of flowers and pushing roughly through a clump of bushes in his haste to get to them. He growled as his cloak got caught in a cluster of brambles, but he tore loose, cursing as he cut his arm. Streya paled at the sound of his voice, for even in the dark, she knew who it was. She screamed again, her voice shrill and clear in the night, but as far as they could tell, they were all alone, with no one to hear them, or come to their aid.

    He slowed his pace as he burst out onto the packed dirt trail, his eyes fixed on Streya’s face. A piece of moonlight fell through the trees, and Fjörna gasped as she recognized the harsh, bitter eyes of Gosta. He sneered at them, amused by their fear, and stepped even closer.

    “What do you want?” Streya asked. Her voice was sharp and hard, and Fjörna almost didn’t recognize it.

    He flinched at her tone, as if he had been slapped. “You shouldn’t speak to me like that,” he growled.

    Streya jutted her chin out, her eyes fierce even as her hands shook. “Well, you shouldn’t treat me the way you do.”

    Gosta looked away, his jaw clenched, as if he were grinding wheat berries between his teeth. He knew she was right; he shouldn’t treat her the way he did, especially given how much he cared for her. From the first moment he had seen her, all those months ago, she had been like a light shining through the broken shards of his heart; shining into his deepest, darkest wounds. It had hurt, like nothing else ever had, to feel her light inside of him. It was something he couldn’t bear feeling, and so he had tried to shove it away.

    Even now, as they stood facing each other in the dark, he felt undone in her presence, as if his armor were weak and full of cracks. He closed his eyes, shuddering as the traumas of his past, the feelings of his ruined childhood, unfurled and grasped painfully at his heart. He didn’t want to feel these things! He didn’t want to remember what it felt like to care for someone, or to believe in the possibility of happiness; he didn’t want to feel the pain of that belief smashed into pieces all over again. And he certainly didn’t want to face the horrible choices he had been forced to make at such a young and tender age. Better to keep it locked away, he told himself. Better to keep his heart free of love, because to love meant feeling all of this anguish.

    But tonight, he thought, he had done something to betray himself; he had extended his heart out to her. He had asked her to dance, and in so doing he had shown the entire world, himself included, that he was weak. It was the most vulnerable thing he had done in all the years since his father had died. And she had rebuked him in front of everyone.

    Gosta opened his eyes, watching as she slowly backed away from him. Even now, as his heart burned with fury, he felt a pang of love as he observed the way she hid Fjörna behind her. Why did she have to be so beautiful, he thought? Why did she have to hate him so? He longed to both kiss her and hurt her at the same time. Unconsciously, he clenched his hands into fists, his eyes tracking her every movement as she continued to inch backwards along the trail.

    “Please leave us alone,” she said.

    He took a menacing step forward, his eyes growing hard with purpose. “I can’t,” he said roughly.

    As Streya took another step back her heel caught on a root. She stumbled, but quickly righted herself. Something about the movement startled him into action, like a spark from flint and steel. In a single moment, all the rage that he had carried inside of him for years unleashed, propelling him forward. He dashed towards her, his boots pounding on the dirt.

    “Fjörna, run!” Streya yelled.

    “No!” Fjörna cried.

    Fjörna tried to move in front of Streya, but Gosta shoved past her and slammed Streya against the trunk of a tree, knocking the breath out of her. Fjörna felt Streya jerk out of her grasp and she shrieked in terror. She sprang at him, clawing at him desperately as she tried to pull him away from her friend. He swatted at her as if she were a bug, but she kept at it, yanking on his arm with as much strength as she could muster. She didn’t have much impact on him, but he quickly grew maddened by her continued assault. Growling, he kept one arm pinned against Streya, and with the other he shoved Fjörna to the ground.

    “Stay out of this!” he snarled.

    “Leave her alone!” Fjörna shouted.

    Streya was struggling to free herself from his grasp, but he slapped her hard across the face, alarming her into stillness. A red welt began to spread across her cheek, and she gasped for breath, her eyes welling up with tears.

    “How dare you speak to me that way?” he hissed. He slapped her again, hard, the sound ripping through the air like a crack of thunder as it tears through the sky. She would have fallen to the ground if he hadn’t been holding her up. He grabbed her chin, making her wince with pain, and forced her to look into his eyes. “I stoop to ask you to dance, and you embarrass me in front of everyone!”

    Fjörna watched in horror as he let go of her chin and drew back his fist, readying himself to punch her in the belly. But just then a flash of movement lunged out of the darkness, passing within a foot of her fallen body. It was a person wearing a hooded cloak. The figure grabbed at Gosta’s shoulder, and yanked backward whilst sticking their leg out to make him trip. He was so surprised that he didn’t even try to fight, and tumbled over backwards. As his feet sailed up into the air, the figure released his shoulder and stood back to watch as his head smashed into the ground. His vision blurred, and he rolled onto his hands, trying to find his balance as quickly as possible. With immense effort, he pushed himself up onto one knee, but the figure kicked hard at his chest, sending him flying back into the dirt.

    “Don’t move,” the figure commanded. It was the voice of a woman, clear and strong and utterly sure of itself.

    He snarled as he tried to push himself up again, but the woman thrust her cloak aside to reveal her hand clasped around the hilt of a sword. She pulled it a few inches out of its scabbard, and even in the darkness he could see the glint of metal.

    “I said, don’t move,” she repeated.

    Her voice was low and icy, and in that moment he had no doubt she would use the sword on him if he gave her reason. He pursed his lips together, his eyes growing murderous with rage, but he slumped back onto the ground.

    She let the blade slide back into its sheath, and glanced behind her to make sure Streya was not hurt. Gosta used the opportunity to scramble backwards so that he was out of her reach. At the sound of his movement, she pulled her sword out of its sheath in one fluid motion. But he had no intention of fighting. Rather, he took one look at her, and turned tail to flee into the darkness.

    The woman ran a few paces after him, but stopped short to glance back at the girls, one of whom was still sprawled on the ground, while the other had collapsed back against the trunk and looked ready to fall down. She sheathed her sword and spat squarely in the dirt, before turning to tend to the girls. She approached Streya first, shoving back her hood as she stepped up close.

    “It’s you,” Streya mumbled. “You’re the princess.”

    Ichante cocked her head to one side. “You know who I am?” she said. She glanced down towards Fjörna, peering closely until she could distinguish her features in the dark. “It’s you!” she exclaimed. Fjörna had eyes only for Streya, however, and didn’t respond. Ichante turned again towards Streya, her gaze softening at the look of ragged fear that still clutched at the girl’s face. “Did he hurt you?” she asked.

    Streya tried to respond, but instead of words, a loud sob escaped her lips. She clapped her hand over her mouth, and sank down to the base of the tree as all ability to hold herself up abandoned her.

    Ichante crouched down next to her, gently holding Streya’s forearm in an attempt to calm her. “It’s all right,” she murmured. “He’s gone now.”

    But her words only seemed to elicit more tears from Streya. She began to shake, her body heaving as she struggled to breathe. Ichante remained fixed at her side, her heart hardening as a slow, cold fury filled her. She looked behind her, searching the shadows for any hint of movement. Her glance caught on Fjörna, and she watched as the girl crawled towards Streya, obviously unhurt but equally scared. Fjörna wrapped her arms around Streya, cradling her head as Streya collapsed against her chest.

    “Who was that?” Ichante asked.

    Fjörna eyed the darkness fearfully, as if scared that by mentioning his name he might appear again. Ichante had to bend close to hear her when she finally did speak. “His name is Gosta. He bullies Streya all the time.”

    A look of disgust spread across Ichante’s face, but she didn’t interrupt.

    “We were attending a ball, and he asked her to dance. They had an argument on the dance floor, in front of everyone, and he stormed off.”

    She paused to meet Ichante’s gaze, but Ichante could tell Fjörna was only half seeing her, for the bulk of her mind was still stuck in the past, and hadn’t quite processed that he was truly gone.

    “I never thought he would do something like that,” she whispered. “To attack Streya in such a way. It goes beyond anything he’s ever done before.”

    By now, Streya’s sobs had subsided, and she was taking deep shuddering breaths. Fjörna pulled her even closer, and began to rock back and forth, trying to soothe her with the steady motion.

    Ichante rose to her feet and turned to stare down the dark, ghostly path. Fjörna looked up at her, eyeing the sturdiness of her stance and the surety with which she stared after him. She seemed completely unafraid, and Fjörna felt the gravity of that like a revelation. Was there any woman she knew who could face a boy or man like that and be unafraid?

    Beside her, Streya had finally calmed down enough to speak. She looked up at Ichante, her eyes puffy and rimmed with tears. “You saved us,” she rasped.

    At the sound of her voice, Ichante turned back around and squatted by her side. “I guess I did,” she replied with a smile. Her smile faltered as she caught sight of Streya’s cheek. Even in the dim moonlight, she could see a faint blotch where his hand had struck her. Ichante reached out to touch it, barely grazing her fingers against her skin. At the contact, Streya flinched in pain, and Ichante grimaced in sympathy. “That might leave a mark,” she said as she nodded towards her cheek.

    At her words, Streya felt her composure start to fall away, and she forced her breath to remain still. She pressed her lips together, swallowing hard, and kept her eyes fixed on the princess. There was something about the princess that felt reassuring, and she held fast to it, sensing somehow that if she looked away, she would be lost to the memory of terror. Beside her, Fjörna still held her tightly in her arms, and she welcomed the grip because it made her feel her own body. The tremors in her blood slowly dissipated, and the fear that had clutched at her relaxed its hold, allowing her to speak once more. “How did you know we needed help?” she asked.

    “I was just going for a walk. I’d been down at the tavern, and grew bored with the company.” She paused, a wry smile returning to her lips. “Too many sailors in search of companionship.”

    Streya attempted a smirk, but couldn’t quite manage it, so she settled for a grimace instead. Beside her, Fjörna sensed a subtle change in her mood and felt relief flood her chest.

    “I’m glad they were,” Ichante continued, “because otherwise I might have stayed. There was a young man playing a lute, and he had a sweet voice. But the sailors…” She paused to shake her head. “In any case, it led me outside, and I saw the park just across the street. I heard a woman’s scream, and I came running.”

    “Thank you,” Fjörna said. “I don’t know what would have happened if you hadn’t come.”

    “It frightens me to think about it,” Ichante replied grimly. “But it didn’t. So we’ll just thank the gods for lucky timing.” She glanced behind her, again eyeing the dark trail. “I think he really is gone,” she said. “Do you think you can walk?”

    Streya gave a silent nod and tried to push herself up off the ground.

    Ichante cupped a hand under her elbow and helped her to her feet. “How far is home?” she asked.

    “A couple miles,” Streya replied. “On the other side of the valley.”

    “I don’t want the two of you walking that far alone,” Ichante said. She glanced up at the sky, noting the position of the stars. “Come on. My horses are stabled at the inn. I’ll give you a ride home.”

    “Are you sure?” Fjörna asked.

    “I insist,” Ichante said. “He’s gone for now, but there was something wild about his anger. I wouldn’t dream of letting you walk home alone with him in such a rage.”

    She set a moderate pace as she led them towards the northern edge of the park. Fjörna kept her eyes trained on the princess’ back, observing the easy grace with which she walked. Ichante moved like a mountain lion on the prowl, her eyes darting left and right, and in her company, Fjörna felt as if nothing could hurt them. The path opened onto a sprawling hill, the trees thinning as they neared the edge of the gardens.

    “We’re nearly there,” Ichante said.

    They jumped at the sound of her voice, even though she spoke barely louder than a whisper. Streya reached up to press a hand against her own chest, trying to calm the rapid pounding of her heart. Normally, a voice in the night wouldn’t have frightened her, but the tussle in the park had left its mark on more than just her cheek. Every sound in the dark, every shadow that moved, felt like a potential threat, and her eyes roved the hillside, looking for any hint of danger.

    “I’m staying at the inn near the bakery,” Ichante said.

    This time they were ready for her voice, and neither jumped. But at the mention of the bakery, Streya stumbled, clutching at Fjörna to keep from falling down.

    “That’s where Gosta lives,” Fjörna said.

    Ichante stopped to stare at her. “The man who just attacked you?” she said.

    “Aye,” Fjörna replied. “His mother owns the bakery. They live just above it.”

    “Well, then,” Ichante said. Her eyes snapped with ferociousness, and she shifted her cloak so that she had better access to her sword. “We’d best be on the lookout.” And with that she twirled back around and continued towards the inn.

    It was nearing nine o’clock when they arrived, and the innkeeper was just about to head upstairs to bed. Ichante had them wait outside while she went in to talk to him. They huddled by the entrance, staring in the direction of the bakery, hoping not to see any movement. Fjörna didn’t even realize that they were gripping each other’s hands, not until her fingers started to go numb from the force of their hold.

    A few minutes later and they heard the clack of hoofbeats on the cobblestone street. Fjörna looked behind her and saw Ichante emerge from out of the dark. She was sitting atop a pitch-black horse, whilst leading a grey horse just behind her. She was eyeing both girls, assessing which of the two was most likely to fall off a horse given the state of her nerves.

    “Come on,” she said. “Streya, I want you to hop up here in front of me.”

    Streya nodded and reached for her hand. Once she was settled, Ichante looked around for Fjörna, and was pleased to find that she was already seated atop the grey steed. She nudged her black stallion forward, leading them down the dark boulevard.

    Once they were past the perimeter of town, she nudged her horse into a trot. In front of her, Streya wouldn’t stop shivering, and though it seemed inappropriate to be so intimate with a stranger, Ichante wrapped an arm around her torso. Streya collapsed back against her chest, closing her eyes as they made their way across the vale. Ichante couldn’t tell if she was crying or not. As they began to mount the hill, she leaned forward in the saddle, cradling Streya closer to her body. Behind them, the sea stretched out vast and wide, reflecting the innumerable stars on its surface.

    Once the road had evened out again, Ichante slowed her horse so that Fjörna could come up alongside. “How much further?” she called.

    “Not much,” Fjörna replied.

    They soon arrived at the trail that led off the main road, the one that twined towards the sprawling farmhouse. Fjörna slowed her horse and nudged him down the path. She could just make out the old oak tree that stood at the end of the trail. It twisted like a black shadow in the night, its arms spreading out as if to hold the sky. She hopped down from out of the saddle and pressed her palm against its fissured trunk, closing her eyes in relief at being back home.

    Behind her, Ichante helped Streya down off the horse, before sliding down after her. She eyed the house speculatively, curious about the home that Fjörna came from. “So, this is the farm,” she remarked.

    The air smelled sweet, and she wondered if there was a flower garden nearby. She looked around, but in the night everything just looked dark with fuzzy edges. The house itself stood three stories tall, and wrapped around the courtyard in a sort of welcome. She imagined that in daylight it must look rather charming. The porch was wide and stretched along one whole side of the house. Ichante watched as Fjörna helped Streya up the stairs. It was only then that she realized that they both lived here.

    “Wait a moment,” she said. “How is it that you both live here? I thought that Giles had only one daughter?”

    Fjörna glanced back, her face practically all in shadow. She hesitated before answering, and in her silence, it was Streya whose voice emerged.

    “I live in the servants’ quarters,” she said. There was something in her tone that was defiant, something that dared Ichante to comment on it.

    “I see,” Ichante replied. She looked from one shadowed figure to the other, wondering at the friendship that had developed between the two of them. “Well, then. I’d best be on my way.”

    “Thank you,” Streya said. “Thank you for everything.”

    Ichante nodded in acknowledgment before hopping up into the saddle. She reached for the reigns of the other horse, tucking them securely in her hand before turning back towards the girls. She nodded towards Streya, having distinguished her silhouette by its obvious height. “I’m sure we’ll meet again,” she said. “And I’ll see you in the morning, Fjörna.”

    “Yes,” Fjörna replied. Before she could say anything more, Ichante turned back down the trail and disappeared into the night.

    

  
    Chapter Twenty-One

     

    
     

    Leaving Mjönes

     

    Fjörna woke to the crow of the rooster. She opened her eyes and rolled onto her side, peering out the window through heavy lids. The sky was still dark, though the rooster was insistent about the forthcoming light. She blinked and sat up, stretching her arms high overhead. Taavi awoke from atop his bed cushion, drowsily raising his head to watch as she shuffled across the floor. She opened the window and leaned out, squinting towards the distant bay. The breeze rolling off the sea was gentle as it cupped at her face, tracing the lines of her shoulders, caressing her more fully awake. On the horizon, the black of the sea met the deep blue of the sky, and her eyes lingered on the long horizontal line of their assembly. There was a feeling in the air of beginning, and she felt her heart quicken with anticipation.

    Turning away from the window, her footsteps were hushed as she padded barefoot across the thick rug. Sensing that she wasn’t going back to sleep, Taavi gave a great, white-toothed yawn and clambered to his feet. He watched as she rifled through the wooden trunk at the base of the bed and began to dress. As she was lacing up her brown leather bodice, her gaze snagged on the moon-shaped stone she had found on the beach just two days prior. She snatched it up from the shelf, eyeing it briefly before stowing it in her pocket.

    Outside, the sky was just beginning to lighten, and she heard the first chirps of the morning. She made her way around the house, blowing on her hands for warmth as she trudged towards the stable. Lifting the latch, she slid open the door and stood quietly for a moment, letting her eyes grow accustomed to the darkness once more. Kainoa peered out from over the edge of her stall door, almost as if she had been waiting for her. Fjörna murmured a soft hello as she reached out to rub her mare behind the ears. Kainoa gave a gentle nicker, butting her head against Fjörna’s chest as she searched her pockets for a treat. Fjörna gave a knowing smile as she retrieved a piece of dried apple from her pants pocket, Kainoa nibbling it out of her palm.

    It was nearly dawn by the time she had readied the mare for riding and stored her belongings in the leather saddlebags. The sky had lightened to a rich navy blue, fanning out into a plum purple as it reached towards the east, and turning into a vivid shade of rose as it plunged headlong into the horizon. Hopping up into the saddle, she clucked her tongue, encouraging Kainoa into a walk. The mare wanted to go faster, but Fjörna held her in, making sure her muscles were well warmed before moving into a quicker gait. The sun began to rise as they dipped down into the valley, a brilliant line of gold emerging from behind the sea. As she approached the outskirts of town and the first groupings of homes came into sight, she noticed white plumes of smoke curling up from chimney tops. A dim figure on horseback was outlined against the brilliant orange of the sky, and as Fjörna came closer she heard the neigh of a horse, and recognized the sound of Iona, Naima’s grey mare.

    Fjörna grasped the older woman’s arm in greeting when she had come alongside. Cindri was perched in a fur-lined cup affixed to Naima’s saddle, his brownish-orange fur radiant in the first rays of light. She nodded to him, and he opened his eyes wide, his gaze penetrating as he looked deep within her, assessing the state of her heart. She held his gaze, accustomed by this point to his uncanny ways.

    Just then, they heard the sound of hoofbeats coming from around the bend. Fjörna looked up, watching as the princess approached, her man-at-arms riding closely behind her. Her silhouette was dark, outlined with the golden light coming from the east, making the edge of her hair glow as it caught the light of the rising sun.

    Ichante pulled her horse to a stop, nodding at first Naima and then Fjörna. “This is Emery,” she said, indicating the man beside her.

    He looked gruff, yet kind, with a dense grey beard and eyes to match. He nodded silently at them, the trace of a smile on his lips.

    “Are you ready?” Ichante asked. She was looking at Fjörna.

    Fjörna merely nodded. She knew the princess was thinking about the preceding night. The events were likewise sharp in her own mind, but she didn’t want to look at what had happened too closely. Not yet. Not when Streya was still lying in bed with an ugly bruise on her cheek, while she was riding what felt like a thousand miles away.

    Ichante followed Fjörna’s lead and didn’t press the matter any further. She glanced at Cindri, quickly suppressing her surprise at finding a cat riding atop the horse. On the other side of the road a slight movement caught her attention, and she grinned at the sight of Taavi stretching back so that his plumed tail curved high in the air. “I see we have company,” she remarked.

    “We do,” Naima agreed.

    “Well, then,” Ichante said. “Shall we be off?” Her sandy eyes were ablaze with purpose, and she nudged her steed onward without waiting for a reply.

    They rode in single file back towards the farm, with Fjörna taking up the spot at the rear. She felt the safest in that position, well away from prying eyes, however well-intentioned they may be. Behind her, she could feel the warmth of the early morning sun on her back, inciting her onward. The valley was awash in golds and greens, coming alive as the tall grass lit up from the morning light. All around her, she sensed the trees waking up, noting that even the scraggly cypress trees appeared cheerful.

    The road sloped up as they neared the end of the valley, and she leaned forward in the saddle as they started to ascend, quickly mounting the ridge. On either side of the road, her farm spread out in plush rolling hills and twisting trees, speckled with cows grazing in the verdant pasture, and goats in a nearby meadow. Her father’s shepherd, already out with his flock, was a lone figure in the landscape, leaning with ancient patience on his crooked staff. Fjörna pulled Kainoa to a halt, letting the others ride on ahead, and allowed herself a moment to sit quietly. Stillness wrapped itself around her like a cloak as she gazed at the farm, drinking in the deep greens, warm browns, and rich gold of the rural countryside. This was her home, the only home she had ever known.

    From up ahead, Taavi stopped and turned around to wait for her. She lingered, her gaze catching on the rambling stone house with its earthen patchwork façade. She thought of Streya. She couldn’t help it. The peace of a moment before turned into an ache, and she tore her gaze away, forcing herself onward. Soon, she had caught up to Taavi, and as she rode past, he shifted into a lope so that he was jogging just beside her. The farm fell away behind them as the road curved to the west. Fjörna glanced back, catching sight of the sea glistening in the sunlight, but the view was brief, as the road passed into the woods a moment later.

    From up ahead, Ichante peered behind her, wondering where the young apprentice had disappeared. She saw her as Fjörna rounded the bend, a distant figure astride her chestnut mare. Ichante instinctively smiled, feeling pleased to see the girl without really knowing why. She faced forward once again, urging her black steed on, believing rather than hoping, that they wouldn’t be too late.

     

    
     

    They stopped for lunch just as the sun was reaching its zenith. Fjörna hopped down from the saddle and led Kainoa off the road.

    “Where are you going?” Ichante asked.

    Fjörna glanced back at the princess, surprised at being addressed. “There’s a stream nearby. I was just going to take my horse to get a drink,” she replied.

    “Are you sure? Have you been to this part of the forest before?” Ichante asked. She looked around, wondering how the girl could possibly know that there was a stream in the vicinity.

    “It’s this way,” Fjörna said as she nodded in the direction she had been facing. “About a five minute walk from here.”

    Ichante exchanged a glance with Emery, but he merely shrugged.

    “Come,” Naima said. “Why don’t we all join her? I imagine it would be a much nicer place to rest than here, in middle of the road.”

    “All right,” Ichante said.

    Fjörna was just visible through the trees, having continued to walk while they had been talking. Taavi moved beside her like a silent shadow, conscious of her every move. She glanced back, smiling when she saw that the others were following her. She was certain that there was a stream just ahead, though she couldn’t explain why. She just had a feeling, and it tugged her forward. Ever since her visit with the Velnur Tree, she had learned to trust the wayward urges that periodically filled her. Sometimes, she had a clear sense about where she was being led, while at other times, she hadn’t the faintest clue, but she trusted the impulses anyways.

    After a few minutes she heard the sound of running water as it poured over rocks. She came to the edge of a ridge and grinned to find a gentle slope that eased down towards a clear, sparkling stream. She was easily able to lead Kainoa down, which she did without waiting for the others. Lifting the saddlebags free, she set them at the base of a tree, before urging her mare towards the water.

    Taavi was already drinking heartily from the stream when the others came to the edge of the ridge. Ichante raised her eyebrows, her gaze flitting from the stream to Fjörna and back again. She had expected to find nothing but more trees, and she felt a shiver course through her as she eyed the girl. Somehow, Fjörna had known there was a stream, though there had been no hint of it up on the road. Ichante narrowed her eyes, watching as Fjörna removed her boots and rolled her pant legs up before wading into the water.

    The moment Fjörna stepped into the stream she felt her whole body relax. Though she had grown quite accustomed to riding, nothing had prepared her for a journey of this length. She sighed, stretching her toes out wide as the water coursed over her feet. But then she felt a tingle on the back of her neck, and glanced back. The princess was staring at her from atop the ridge with the most peculiar look on her face, as if she were trying to understand something incomprehensible.

    Fjörna felt her throat tighten and looked away. There was no way Ichante could prove that she had performed magic by leading them to water, but even so, she couldn’t help the worry that laced its way around her chest. She bent over, closing her eyes as she cupped a handful of ice-cold water, and took a long sip. It felt refreshing on her throat, and she splashed some on her face. She knew Ichante was still watching her; she could sense the princess’ eyes trained on her back. Taking a deep breath, she gathered the strength she would need to return to shore, knowing that she would have to face Ichante’s suspicion with composure. Rising to her feet, she sloshed back to the thin stretch of sandy beach.

    Naima had settled herself down at the base of a tree, and Fjörna joined her, careful to keep her back to the princess.

    “I shouldn’t have brought us here,” Fjörna muttered.

    “What do you mean, little one?” Naima asked.

    Fjörna stole a glance behind her, noting that Ichante had made her way down to the beach. She had removed the saddlebags from her black stallion, but instead of busying herself with resting, she was staring at them, her eyes narrowed in speculation.

    “I think she suspects me,” Fjörna replied, keeping her voice low.

    Naima took a bite of sweet onion, and as she chewed, she looked past Fjörna, observing the princess. “Of what?” she asked.

    “Of magic,” Fjörna whispered.

    Naima sighed. She had been about to take a bite of cheese, but set it down. “You mean, because you knew a stream would be here?”

    Fjörna met Naima’s gaze and tried to respond, but her throat tightened and the words wouldn’t come out. Instead, she nodded. She had expected her mentor to be angry, for already she had put them in danger. But Naima simply smiled, her eyes showing a depth of understanding that calmed her fear.

    “How did you know it was here?” Naima asked.

    Fjörna forced herself to breathe. If Naima wasn’t worried, then perhaps everything would be all right. “I just did,” she finally answered. “It’s as though the forest told me.”

    Naima glanced up, her gaze lingering on the gentle fluttering of leaves in the upper branches. All around them, the forest was majestic in rich shades of green, dazzling in the sunlight that fell through the canopy. Birds darted from branch to branch, sometimes dipping towards the dark green undergrowth on the forest floor. Her eyes widened as she inhaled, recognizing that all around them, the forest was brimming with life.

    “I see,” Naima replied. She peered at Fjörna, her eyes both kind and insightful. “I take it that you finally followed the wind.”

    Fjörna nodded, smiling sheepishly. Several months had passed since they had first talked about it, and she felt a little embarrassed that it had taken her all this time to follow Naima’s guidance.

    “And what did you learn?” Naima asked.

    “That I can trust my feelings.”

    Naima smiled, her eyes twinkling in a way Fjörna rarely saw. “Now there’s a good lesson,” she remarked. “That’s the best news I’ve heard in ages.”

    Fjörna felt her heart swell at the praise, momentarily forgetting her anxiety concerning the princess.

    Naima tore at a hunk of bread and nodded towards the waterway. “I feel thankful you led us to this stream,” she said.

    “Why?”

    “Because, aside from the fact that it is very lovely here, and the animals get to drink, it means that you are listening to yourself. And if there is any lesson that I am trying to impart to you during all our time together, it is that.”

    Fjörna smiled at the approval. But her smile quickly fell away at the sound of boots crunching down on dirt. She looked up, only to find the princess staring down at her.

    “Might I join the two of you?” Ichante asked.

    “Please,” Naima said as she spread her hands out in a welcoming gesture.

    “Thank you,” Ichante replied. She sank gracefully down into a cross-legged position. Once she was settled, she turned towards Fjörna. “So, how did you know about this place?”

    Fjörna looked away, purposefully avoiding her eyes. “I don’t know,” she mumbled.

    “You haven’t been here before?”

    “No, Your Highness. I guess I just had a feeling.”

    “I see,” Ichante said. She peered closely at the girl, noting the way Fjörna averted her gaze.

    “Fjörna spends a lot of time in the woods, Your Highness,” Naima interjected. “Sometimes, when any of us spends a lot of time doing something, we develop a sixth sense in relationship to it, something that can’t quite be explained to others, or even to ourselves if we give it too much thought.”

    “That’s a fair point,” Ichante mused. She smiled, but her eyes were still searching as she stared at Fjörna. “Well, I’m sure it was just that.”

    Taavi ambled over, having sensed Fjörna’s distress. He butted his body in between the princess and Fjörna, doing his best to shield her. His mere presence brought the conversation to a close, and he sat down, blocking the princess from sight. Fjörna could feel the tension in her shoulders loosen its grip, and she exhaled with relief. She closed her eyes, pressing her forehead against his side, and tried to attune herself to the gentle rhythms of his breath as his chest expanded and contracted.

    Ichante watched them out of the corner of her eye, sensing that the dog was protecting Fjörna in some way. She thought about what Naima had said; perhaps the girl was just extremely connected to the woods. Ichante sighed, pulling her food from out of her rucksack.

    Soon, they had finished their meal and were ready to be on the road again. Thankfully, they had fewer miles in front of them than behind, given that they would be staying the night at the Hawthorne Inn. As they resumed their trek, Fjörna noticed that Ichante continued to glance her way, and more than would seem natural. She swallowed, inwardly chiding herself for her indiscretion, and telling herself to maintain distance from the princess from now on. She was so used to spending time with Streya in the woods, and having the freedom to act without inhibition. From this point on, however, she would be more careful. No one could know about her budding connection to magic, not if she was going to keep herself, and her mentor, safe.

     

    
     

    The inn was fairly busy when they arrived, but there was still enough vacancy for each of them to have a room to themselves. After a long day on the road, each of the travelers was quite tired, and dinner was a largely silent affair. Luckily, the innkeeper was used to hosting wayworn guests, and graciously kept her questions to a minimum.

    Once Taavi and Kainoa had been fed and tended to, Fjörna made her way up to her room, her boots making slow, heavy treads on the wooden steps. Taavi lumbered after her, sniffing around the room once they’d entered. The sun had sunk in the sky while they had been at supper, but a lamp had been lit on the bedside table in preparation for her stay.

    She set her rucksacks down against the wall and wearily undressed, her fingers having a harder time than usual unlacing her bodice. Retrieving her nightgown from one of the rucksacks, she pulled it roughly over her head. She stared into the smudged mirror that hung on the wall, debating whether or not to brush her hair before bed. Deciding against it, she crawled under the covers, falling into a deep sleep before she’d even had a chance to turn out the light.

    A knock on the door roused her. She blinked her eyes open, gazing around confusedly as she tried to remember where she was. Taavi was sprawled at her feet, and likewise had been plucked from sleep. He raised his head groggily to stare at the door. The knock sounded again, making her jump. Reluctantly, she rolled onto her side and pushed herself into a seated position, covering her mouth as she gave a great, vocal yawn.

    As she trudged to the door, she tried to rub the sleep from her eyes. Just as she opened it, another yawn burst forth, forcing her to pause before looking to see who had come calling. Looking up, her eyes opened wide in surprise at the sight of the princess standing in the entryway.

    Ichante smiled apologetically when she saw the look on her face. “I’m so sorry,” she said. “I saw your light on and thought you were still up.”

    “That’s all right,” Fjörna said. She yawned again, and shook her head to better wake herself. “I must have fallen asleep before turning it off.”

    Ichante grinned. “I can see that,” she remarked. “I’ll leave you to it.” She started to turn away, but Fjörna reached out to touch her arm.

    “Nay, it’s all right,” Fjörna said. “You can come in. I’m up now.”

    Ichante hesitated, but when Fjörna opened the door wider, she stepped inside. She glanced around, sighing with annoyance. “There’s nowhere really to sit, is there?” she said.

    “Is your room different?” Fjörna asked.

    “No, but I’d hoped yours would be.”

    “Come, sit on the bed with me,” Fjörna said. She pulled the bedspread up so that the sheets were covered. Meeting Taavi’s eyes, she jerked her head towards the floor. He stared at her sullenly, unwilling to budge. Again, she jerked her head and he hopped down off the bed, curling up on the wooden floorboards with a disgruntled sigh.

    “I don’t think I’m making any friends,” Ichante remarked.

    “Oh, don’t worry about Taavi. I’m sure he’s fine,” Fjörna said. She waited, watching the princess with half-downcast eyes.

    “I really didn’t mean to wake you,” Ichante said.

    Fjörna nodded. Her gaze caught on her purple shawl, which she had draped over the edge of the bedframe. Reaching for it, she wrapped it around her shoulders; it wasn’t much, but it did make her feel a little less vulnerable. “What is it you wanted to talk about?” she asked.

    “Well, first, I wanted to ask how your friend was. You didn’t seem inclined to talking about it in front of Naima.”

    Fjörna felt her chest clench at the reminder, and she turned away. “No,” she replied. “I haven’t told anyone about what happened.”

    “Well, how is she?”

    The moon-shaped stone sat resting on the bedside table. Fjörna picked it up and held it softly between her thumb and forefinger. It felt like a little piece of home tucked in her hand, and it gave her the strength to answer Ichante with honesty. “I don’t know,” she said. “She was pretty upset last night, but I left too early this morning to learn anything more.”

    Ichante shifted uncomfortably, sensing that Fjörna was unwilling, or unable, to share more. “We don’t have to talk about it,” she said. “I just—”

    Fjörna looked up, meeting her eyes squarely. “You just what?”

    Ichante smiled sadly. “I just wish it hadn’t happened.”

    “Me too.”

    They fell into an awkward silence, one in which Taavi’s breathing was only too audible. Ichante cleared her throat, as a means of shifting course. “In any case,” she said, “I came to talk about what happened today, in the woods.”

    In her grogginess, Fjörna had forgotten the events of the day. Ichante was peering at her pointedly, and she felt her throat constrict, just as it had by the stream. She looked away, willing herself to speak. “What about it?” she asked, her voice unnaturally high.

    Ichante leaned forward, sensing that she was onto something. “I can’t stop thinking about it,” she said.

    Fjörna continued to avert her eyes, but in the lamplight Ichante could see that her breathing had grown noticeably shallow, the muscles of her neck unusually taunt.

    “It was nothing,” Fjörna insisted. “I just had a feeling, that’s all.”

    “I don’t think so,” Ichante contended. “You seemed pretty certain, more certain than a mere feeling would explain.”

    Fjörna remained silent, staring off into space.

    “I don’t want you to fear me,” Ichante said. “I want you to trust me.”

    “I don’t even know you,” Fjörna whispered. It had been hard to say, especially after the night before when the princess had come to their rescue. But even so, it was the truth. Hesitantly, she glanced up to meet her eyes.

    “I know,” Ichante admitted with a sigh. “Listen, I know it’s a lot to ask. You’re right: you don’t know me. But please! I know I’m not crazy, and I need you to tell me what happened.”

    “Your Highne—”

    “Please, call me Ichante. At least while we’re alone.”

    Fjörna gaped at her, completely taken aback. “Why would you ask me to call you that?” she asked.

    “I don’t know. Just a feeling, I guess.” Her lips twitched up at the edges as she realized the hypocrisy of what she’d just said.

    “A feeling?” Fjörna repeated. Her eyes crinkled with amusement, and she matched the princess’ smile.

    Ichante’s smile stretched into a grin. “Aye. You have to trust those.”

    “Well, please believe me when I say that what happened today in the woods was just me following a feeling.”

    Ichante frowned. “You’re quite sure?” she asked.

    Fjörna looked away, thinking. Some part of her felt intrinsically safe around the princess, and not just because of what had happened the night before. But her mind trembled at the thought of sharing something so vulnerable with a complete stranger. She hadn’t even told her family, and here she was tempted to open up to the princess! She looked up, meeting Ichante’s warm brown eyes, as enticing as a day at the beach, and she felt a slight rift form in her resolve. “I feel scared to share with you,” she said haltingly.

    Ichante’s heart raced with anticipation. She sensed that she was near to learning the truth, and unconsciously licked her lips. “I understand,” she said.

    “Can we just—not talk about it yet?” Fjörna asked.

    Ichante stared at her, considering the implications. From what Fjörna had just said, it sounded as if there was more to what had happened than just a feeling. At least Ichante could rest assured that her intuition had not led her astray. The girl was right, she thought. It wasn’t fair to ask her to open up before she was ready, but perhaps this meant that one day she would be.

    “But we will talk about it, at some point?” Ichante asked.

    Fjörna hesitated before answering, her eyes deeply contemplative as she stared down at the moon-shaped stone in her hand. “Maybe,” she finally replied.

    “Maybe works for me,” Ichante said. She stood up and moved towards the door. “Rest up. Tomorrow will be just as rigorous as today, but at least you’ll be sleeping in a more comfortable bed come evening.” She grinned, running her hand through her tangled locks.

    As Fjörna rose, she felt more exposed than ever, and pulled the ends of the shawl close together so that her nightgown was partially hidden from sight. She followed Ichante to the door, fully conscious of the fact that she had nearly revealed her secret, and she wasn’t entirely sure how she felt about that. She watched the princess with renewed curiosity, searching for some explanation as to why she felt compelled to trust her.

    Ichante glanced back before stepping out, and paused, her eyes lingering on Fjörna’s face. She hadn’t noticed before, perhaps she hadn’t really looked, but the girl had a beautiful face. There was something of the dawn in her eyes, something quiet and profound, like an early morning mist in the meadow outside the palace walls. It reached down inside of Ichante, tugging at her heart, stirring it awake in the subtle, unspoken places. Fjörna shifted uncomfortably under her gaze, and with sudden self-awareness, Ichante realized she had been staring. She shook her head, pulling her thoughts back into the present.

    “I’ll see you tomorrow,” she said.

    Fjörna nodded, closing the door behind her. She hesitated before turning around, and pressed her palm against the wooden doorframe. The princess had looked at her so queerly, and though it had made her uneasy, she hadn’t felt afraid.

    She glanced behind her, seeking Taavi. He was watching her, half asleep, from the floor. She crossed the room and sank down beside him, wrapping her arms around his great furry body. She closed her eyes, thinking about the day to come, thinking about the princess. What would happen when next they met? How would she feel? Would she dare share something so vulnerable, and so secret, with a perfect stranger? She buried her face deeper in Taavi’s thick dark fur, hiding from the passage of time, hiding from the day to come.

    

  
    Chapter Twenty-Two

     

    
     

    The Palace

     

    It was near dusk when they arrived at the palace. Though weary from travel, Fjörna felt a burst of energy course through her at the sight that greeted her. Never in her life had she imagined a structure so vast as what loomed before her. Great, round towers stretched high towards the sky, black against the lingering pinks and orange of the sunset. Light flickered out from the many windows, more windows than she could possibly count. She saw the outline of a guard as he stood atop the outer wall, gazing down through an opening in the parapet. He looked miniscule in comparison to the wall he stood upon, and she gulped as the full comprehension of where they were, and what they were doing, dawned on her.

    A large stone structure surrounded the outer gate, with a small tower on each side. Two knights stood guard on either side, and as they passed beneath the gate, the princess nodded to each of them in turn. The guards dropped into a bow, each with eyes downcast, and Fjörna felt a shiver roll down her spine. Only now, seeing how other people treated the princess, did she completely comprehend the gravity of her rank. It was no mere thing, her coming to fetch them, and she felt suddenly humbled to have been included in the journey. Naima, who rode just beside her, appeared completely self-possessed, as if she were still at home, calmly regarding the sea from out her kitchen window, and Fjörna tried to take courage from her lead.

    The princess stopped when they reached the central keep, an enormous stand-alone tower with a great staircase leading up to the entrance. She hopped down from out of the saddle, affectionately patting her stallion on his flank. A servant came dashing over from out of the shadows, bowing as he neared, and she handed the reins to him. She spoke to him for a few moments, but Fjörna couldn’t hear what she said. Only when Ichante nodded in their general direction did she grasp that the princess had been talking about them. The servant gave a bow in understanding, and approached.

    “Might I take your horse?” he asked.

    “It’s all right, Fjörna,” Ichante said. Her eyes were kind as they looked at her, and Fjörna realized she was well aware of her discomfort. “He’ll take care of your horse. And yours as well,” she said with a nod towards Naima. “Come, let’s rustle up some dinner.”

    Emery was standing quietly to the side, waiting to help with the horses. Naima handed Iona’s reins to him, while Fjörna handed Kainoa’s reins to the servant. Cindri had already disembarked and sat perched on Naima’s shoulder, his wide, green eyes gazing around the courtyard with keen interest. Fjörna gathered her rucksacks from the saddlebags, and as she followed the princess up the stairs, she held them close against her body, imagining that they offered some sort of protection against the overwhelming grandeur of the palace.

    Torches were spaced along the walls of the corridors, casting bright, flickering light throughout the countless passages. Taavi paced by her side, and she reached down to scratch him behind the ears. He looked up, meeting her gaze with a gentle self-assurance that comforted her heart. Ichante glanced back to check on her, and smiled as she watched Fjörna reach down to touch her dog.

    Her handmaiden came bustling up, her slender, pale face filled with relief at the sight of the princess returned home. She gave a curtsey, dropping her gaze as she waited for Ichante to acknowledge her.

    “Claire,” she said. She smiled in greeting as Claire looked up.

    “Your Highness,” Claire replied.

    “How is my father?”

    “It’s good you’re back, Your Highness. His health took another turn, a few days ago. It’s been very difficult for him to get out of bed.”

    “I see,” Ichante said. Her lips pressed together, and she glanced at Naima before continuing. “Claire, would you please lodge my guests in quarters close to my own.”

    Claire hesitated for just a moment before responding; guests to the palace usually stayed in a separate wing. But the princess had her reasons, and they were not for her to judge. “Yes, Highness,” she replied.

    “And tend to their dinner, and for their animals as well. It’s been a long day.”

    “Yes, Highness,” Claire replied. She peeked at the cat on Naima’s shoulder, a faint smile on her lips.

    “Good,” Ichante said. She turned towards Naima. “I will check on you after you’ve eaten and rested a bit.”

    Naima inclined her head in acknowledgment. “Yes, Your Highness,” she said.

    Ichante glanced at Fjörna, locking eyes with her for the span of a breath, before marching off down the corridor. As Fjörna watched her retreating figure, she felt an unexpected twinge of sadness.

    “Come,” Claire said. She had turned around and was already striding down another hall. “This way.”

    She led them down a series of corridors, up what felt like countless staircases, and finally along a torch-lit passage. She paused near its end and nodded towards two doors that were spaced about twenty feet apart.

    “These are your quarters,” she said.

    “And the princess?” Naima asked.

    “Her chambers are not far from here. I will leave you both to settle in while I make arrangements for your dinner. Would you like to eat together or separately?”

    “Together,” Naima said. “In my chamber.”

    Claire inclined her head, dipping into a slight curtsey, before disappearing down the hall.

    “Shall we look and see what the rooms are like?” Naima asked.

    Her eyes twinkled as she met Fjörna’s gaze, and Fjörna grinned, relieved to finally be alone with her mentor. “Aye,” she said.

    First, they explored Fjörna’s room, which was decorated in dark greens and soft, dreamy purples. She smiled at the sight of a large canopy bed, big enough for her to spread her arms and legs out wide and still have room for another person, or dog, as the case may be. The windows looked out over one of the many courtyards. It was filled with a number of blossoming cherry trees, each with its own wide, stone bench tucked under its boughs. In the distance stretched a vast evergreen forest, quiet and still in the night, and beyond that the dark outline of the Thoraki Mountains. Fjörna eyed the distant peaks with pride as she recalled how far they had traveled in a single day. Just that morning they had been deep in those mountains, riding towards the vast river valley, hoping to arrive at the palace by nightfall.

    Next, they explored Naima’s room, which was decorated in dark reds and soft, earthy browns. Her view, likewise, looked out over the courtyard and forest. Fjörna paused by the window, watching as the stars slowly appeared, tiny pinpricks of light in the dark blue sky.

    A knock on the door sounded, and they both turned in unison. Two footmen entered, each bearing a tray of food and drink. Fjörna’s stomach gave a loud grumble, and she smiled bashfully over at Naima.

    “I’m hungry too, little one,” Naima remarked.

    Once they’d eaten, Naima lounged back in her armchair, closing her eyes. She had a wide, satisfied smile on her face. Soon, her breathing started to shift, deepening as she slipped into sleep. Grinning to herself, Fjörna quietly stood and tiptoed towards the door. Glancing back, she noticed Taavi hadn’t budged from the rug.

    “Come on, Taavi,” she whispered.

    Reluctantly he stood, and lumbered across the room, giving a great huff when he had reached her side.

    “I know you’re tired,” she whispered. “Me too.”

    She closed the door softly behind them, careful to avoid making even the slightest sound. Turning around, she bumped full tilt into Ichante, who had approached with silent footsteps from behind her. She stumbled, nearly falling over, but Ichante reached out to grab her arm, steadying her.

    “I’m sorry,” Fjörna mumbled. “I didn’t see you.”

    “I should have been louder,” Ichante said.

    “How are you so quiet?”

    Ichante grinned, shrugging her shoulders. “Sometimes I like to go unseen, or unnoticed at least. It’s a habit I’ve picked up over the years, to walk as quietly as I can in the corridors.”

    “I do that too, at home.”

    “Do you?”

    “Yes,” Fjörna said. She blushed, though she didn’t know why.

    “Where do you go when you don’t want to be noticed?”

    Fjörna glanced up, suddenly cautious. “Here and there,” she replied. “And you? Where do you go?”

    “Here and there,” Ichante answered.

    Her eyes twinkled, and Fjörna found herself smiling in spite of herself. She felt her guard dissolve as that feeling of ease sprung up again, that sense of visceral safety that bypassed her mind. She held the princess’ gaze, noticing the way Ichante’s eyes seemed to glow when she was happy. It was as if they contained a slow burning fire on the inside, the flame lighting up the brown, tinting her irises a faint golden hue. The silence stretched, and still they maintained eye contact.

    “How was your meal?” Ichante finally asked. “Was it to your liking?”

    “Aye,” Fjörna replied. “I can’t remember ever eating so well. But then again, I can’t recall ever feeling so hungry!”

    “They do seem related, don’t they?” Ichante remarked with a grin. “And how is Naima?”

    “She just fell asleep.”

    Ichante peered at the closed door, a trace of annoyance flitting across her face. “Drat. I had hoped to catch her before that.”

    “I’m sure she’s only napping. Perhaps if you returned later, she might be up,” Fjörna said.

    “Well, how do you like your room?”

    “It’s lovely,” Fjörna replied.

    “Good.” Ichante paused, staring down into her eyes.

    Fjörna waited, sensing there was something more she wanted to say. But the moment dragged on, and the princess remained silent, though her countenance was far from reticent. Fjörna could tell that she was mulling something over, something that gave fire to her mind.

    Finally, Ichante gave a half smile. “Well, I hope you rest well,” she said.

    She made as if to walk away, but Fjörna reached out to touch her arm. “Your father, how is he?” she asked.

    Ichante stared down at her hand, surprised that Fjörna had dared to touch her. What was even more surprising, she thought, was that she didn’t feel upset by it. Her brow furrowed in puzzlement, and she looked up to meet Fjörna’s dark eyes.

    “It’s good we’re back,” she finally said.

    Fjörna nodded, dropping her hand.

    “I’ll take the two of you to see him tomorrow. But tonight, rest well.” She nodded curtly, before turning and walking away.

    Fjörna once again watched her retreating figure with a slight pang of loss. She looked away, confused by the feelings she felt. What was this new attachment forming inside of her? She glanced down at Taavi, but he was paying her no attention. His head rested in his paws, his eyelids drooping shut. She rolled her eyes, grinning. Clucking her tongue, she moved down the hall and opened the door to their room.

    The room felt large and cold, and she was thankful to see that someone had lit a fire in the hearth while she had been dining with Naima. She stripped out of her grimy clothes and washed at the basin. A circular mirror hung on the wall in front of her, and once she was done cleaning her teeth, she paused to stare at her reflection. Her eyes appeared darker than usual, she assumed because she felt so tired. Sighing, she slipped into her nightgown and slid beneath the heavy bed covers. The sheets were cold at first, but quickly warmed from her body heat.

    Taavi padded over and rested his head on the edge of the bed. She held his gaze for a moment before relenting, and gave the mattress two quick pats. He jumped up, circling once around before arranging himself in a curled position at the base of the bed. She smiled sleepily down at him, before pulling the blankets up so that they covered her shoulders. With a satisfied sigh, she closed her eyes and was soon fast asleep.

     

    
     

    Fjörna awoke to bright sunlight pouring in through the windows. She groaned and dragged the pillow on top of her head. In her haste to go to bed the night before, she had forgotten to draw the curtains, and was paying for it now. Taavi, still curled up at the base of the bed, was snoring softly. She tried to go back to sleep, but to no avail. Grumbling with annoyance, she sat up. Taavi blinked his eyes open, staring at her sullenly, before closing them again.

    Rolling out of bed, she winced at the soreness in her muscles. She pulled at the top blanket, tugging it out from under Taavi’s heavy body. With a disgruntled huff, he shifted so that she could pull it free. Wrapping it around her shoulders, she shuffled over to the window, grimacing with each step, and looked out.

    The sky was blue, but in the distance she could see scattered remnants of dark grey clouds. She peered down towards the ground, and realized that it had rained while she slept. Even though it was still rather early, the courtyard was already bustling with activity, filled with servants crisscrossing this way and that, making preparations for the day.

    Behind her, Taavi gave a wide yawn and stretched back, his plumed tail curved high overhead, before jumping down onto the floor. A servant had left a large bowl of water by the door, and he shambled over to drink from it, slopping water on the brown tiles. Fjörna gave a start, and tore her gaze from the window to stare back at him, watching with dread as he continued to lap up the water. They had traveled along quite a few corridors in the night, and she had no clue how to get outside. She knew she didn’t have much time before he would need to relieve himself. Just then she heard a slight knock at the door, low enough so that if she had been sleeping, she likely would not have heard it. She crossed the room, wincing with pain as she moved her legs, and opened the door.

    A young woman stood in the entryway, about her height, though perhaps five years older. She was curvy and plump, with light brown skin, and had a heart-shaped, handsome face. Her dark hair was loose and fell halfway down her back, while her large hazel eyes peered at Fjörna with bright interest. There was a kindness in the woman’s face that put her at ease, and Fjörna smiled as if she were greeting someone whom she’d known for a long time. The woman returned her smile and dropped into a slight curtsey.

    “Her Royal Highness asked that I come check on you,” she said.

    “Check on me?” Fjörna said.

    “Aye. She thought that you might need some help finding the way outside.” When Fjörna merely stared at her, the woman nodded down towards Taavi. “For your dog,” she clarified.

    “Oh!” Fjörna exclaimed. She glanced down at Taavi. As if on cue, he sat by the door and looked up at her with urgent, demanding eyes. “Oh, thank you! I’ll just be a moment. Please, come in.”

    She bent down by her rucksack, rifling through it hastily as she searched for a fresh set of clothes. As she pulled the garments free, she glanced back towards the woman, watching as she closed the door.

    “What’s your name?” Fjörna asked.

    “Saskia,” the woman replied.

    “I’m Fjörna,” she said, before dashing behind a wooden screen. She wrenched her nightgown up and over her head, tossing it on a nearby chair.

    Saskia smiled, and leaned over to scratch Taavi behind his ears. “I know,” she replied. “Her Highness told me.”

    “Oh,” Fjörna said, as she wrestled on a fresh green tunic. Reaching for her leather bodice, she tugged it on, lacing it up as she stepped out from behind the partition. She glanced down at her feet to make sure she’d tied her bootlaces. “I’m ready,” she said.

    Amused, Saskia turned on her heel. “Follow me,” she said.

    Numerous windows spanned the corridor, and it was bright with morning light. Fjörna glanced towards Naima’s quarters, wondering if her mentor was still sleeping. As if reading her mind, Saskia answered her question. “I checked on her first, as Her Highness had the same concern. Only, she said it was in regards to a cat.”

    “That’s right,” Fjörna said.

    “She was gone when I peeked inside. She must have found her way on her own.”

    Fjörna smiled at her mentor’s resourcefulness. “She’s like that,” she said.

    “Well, between us, the palace can be quite the maze. It took me a long time to learn my way around it.”

    “Have you been here long?” Fjörna asked.

    Saskia glanced over, meeting her eyes briefly. “About six months,” she replied.

    “Are you from Nuvolen?”

    “Nay. I’m from a small village far to the north of here. You’ve likely never heard of it.”

    “What’s it called?”

    “Tiveden.”

    “You’re right, I’ve never heard of it.”

    They fell into silence, but Fjörna barely noticed as her attention was taken up by concentrating on their course. Saskia peeked over at her, quietly observing the girl. She knew the reason the princess had asked Fjörna and the older woman to the palace, and she hoped, for Ichante’s sake, that they could help.

    “Here we are,” Saskia said. She nodded towards the massive double doors that marked the entrance to the keep.

    “Thank you,” Fjörna said. She began to walk away, but stopped short and turned around. “And where might I find some breakfast, for myself and my dog?”

    Saskia smiled warmly at her. “Normally, the Great Hall. But don’t fret. I’ll tend to it.” She paused, glancing back the way they had come. “Can you find your way back up to your room?”

    “I think so,” Fjörna said.

    “I’ll bring some food up there. And tea if you’d like.”

    Fjörna reached out to squeeze her hand. “Thank you,” she said. “I feel a bit out of place, and you’ve been so kind.”

    Saskia cupped her hand over Fjörna’s. “It’s no trouble,” she replied.

    The air felt crisp and clean after the rain, and Fjörna paused on the top step, inhaling deeply. Taavi bounded down the stairs, quickly disappearing behind a tree. Once he was done, he joined her at the base of the stairs, and she bent over to scratch him behind the ears.

    “Shall we head up to the room? Or do you want to explore a little first?” she asked.

    He made a soft, singsong sound, and she nodded, patting him decisively on the side. “You’re right,” she agreed. “Breakfast first. Come on.”

    As they turned to mount the stairs, she smiled, realizing that the soreness in her muscles had faded away. Just as they were about to enter the keep, she glanced behind her, breathing in the sight of the cream-colored buildings that wrapped around the perimeter of the courtyard. The stone that surrounded the many doorways and windows was carved with complex designs, showcasing a delicacy she had never thought possible with such a hard material. High above one entrance spanned a large circular opening, filled with what appeared to be a latticework of stone. Shaking her head in amazement, she turned and headed back up the stairs to her room.

     

    
     

    The princess came for her just as she was finishing breakfast.

    Fjörna involuntarily gasped when she saw her, stunned by how different Ichante appeared. It looked as if she had bathed, for her hair glistened with a luminous sheen and was tied back in an elaborate twist that accentuated her face. Fjörna hadn’t realized it, but the way somebody wore their hair greatly affected their visage, and Ichante was almost unrecognizable. She wore an intricately embroidered bodice over a rich, burgundy tunic, and her black pants were tucked into shiny boots. Though she didn’t carry a sword, she still had a dagger strapped around her right thigh, and Fjörna knew firsthand that she knew how to use it. Her eyes were bright with purpose, though Fjörna couldn’t tell if it was due to excitement or nerves.

    “Are you ready?” she asked.

    Fjörna nodded, pushing herself up from the table.

    “Good. Naima is waiting in her room.”

    “May Taavi come?”

    Ichante glanced at the great, furry malamute, smiling as his white face peered up at her. “Yes,” she said.

    They joined Naima in her room, not bothering to knock at the door. Naima was standing by the window, her gaze fixed on the distant forest. Her long black hair was tied back into a braid, the many silver strands shimmering in the morning light. She turned as they entered, her brilliant blue eyes fixing on Ichante’s face.

    “Are you ready?” Ichante asked.

    “Aye,” Naima replied. She didn’t move, however, and Ichante realized with slight disquiet that she was waiting for the tawny cat.

    Cindri had been lounging on the bed, but at Naima’s beckoning, he hopped down and ambled across the floor. Not pausing to break stride, he sprang onto a chair, and then her shoulder. Once settled, he turned to stare at the princess, his green eyes wide and attentive. Ichante squirmed under his gaze, having the uncomfortable sense that he was making a careful study of her.

    As they stepped out into the corridor, Ichante leaned down to whisper in Fjörna’s ear. “Why do I get the feeling that Cindri is more than just a mere cat?”

    Fjörna glanced up at her, smiling, but didn’t respond.

    They arrived at the king’s chambers a few minutes later. Two knights stood guard just outside the door, and they bowed as the princess approached.

    “Is anyone inside?” she asked.

    “No, Your Highness,” one of them replied. “His Majesty is alone.”

    “Please make sure that we are not disturbed,” she said.

    “Yes, Your Highness,” he replied.

    She took a deep breath and opened the door. The curtains were drawn, keeping the room in dim shadow. Fjörna paused upon entering, allowing her eyes to adjust to the darkness, and looked towards the bed. Ichante lit a bracket of candles along the wall, and in their soft glow, the king came into focus.

    He was resting under a pile of heavy blankets, propped up against a few pillows, his pale face ghostly in the dim room. He looked frail, and as Fjörna approached she could see that he had the body of someone who’d lost a lot of weight in a short amount of time. His greying hair was dry and thin, and his skin appeared equally parched for water. His eyes, however, were still quite sharp, and filled with a presence of mind that belied his weakened state. As he briefly met Fjörna’s gaze, she gasped, startled by the bitterness that filled them. He lingered on her face for no more than an instant, before turning away. Instead, he looked towards his daughter, his countenance softening ever so slightly as his eyes alighted on her face.

    “Ichante,” he murmured.

    Ichante felt her heart lurch at the sound of his weakened voice, and she rushed to his side. “Father,” she said.

    Naima waited a discreet distance away, allowing the princess her privacy until such a time as she was ready to include them. Ichante sat down on the edge of the bed and took his weak hand in hers.

    “Father,” she began. “This is the woman I went to fetch. Naima.”

    Gustav looked past Ichante, staring at Naima with eyes full of pain.

    She inclined her head and dropped into a slight curtsy. “Your Majesty.”

    “Come,” he said. “Sit.”

    Naima pulled a chair over from the nearby table, placing it just beside the bed. As she sat, she met his hardened glare with her calm, yet keen, eyes. The moments passed, and still she did not look away, until eventually even he, Fjörna saw, squirmed under her gaze. Cindri had hopped down from her shoulder when they had entered the room, and now sauntered over towards the bed, jumping up onto Naima’s lap and perching himself with an easy view of the king. He sat staring at the monarch, his green eyes wide and unblinking. The king gave a start when he met Cindri’s gaze, but quickly suppressed his response. Instead he smiled, almost cruelly, and looked at Naima.

    “Is that a cat I see?” he asked.

    “It is, Your Majesty. He goes with me everywhere.”

    “I see. And does he make the diagnosis, or do you?”

    Fjörna looked up sharply, startled by the derision she had heard in his voice.

    “Father!” Ichante exclaimed. She glanced at Naima, horrified by the way he had spoken to her.

    Gustav gave a great sigh, and looked away. “I do apologize. I am in a lot of pain today, and to be honest, I am only seeing you because my daughter has insisted upon it.”

    Naima nodded, having expected as much. She appeared unfazed by his admission, however, and continued to observe him with her cool stare.

    “What do we do now?” he asked.

    “If you wouldn’t mind answering some questions, I have a few that I’d like to ask you.”

    Again, he sighed, and closed his eyes as he waved a hand carelessly in front of his face. “Please, go ahead,” he said.

    “When did your symptoms begin?”

    “Last summer,” he replied. “Just before Ichante’s seventeenth birthday.”

    “And how did they begin?”

    “I started to get headaches.”

    “Had you ever had headaches before?”

    “No,” he replied. “But they didn’t concern me. People get headaches all the time. I thought they would pass.”

    “But they didn’t?”

    He shook his head, wincing at the slight movement. “No. They did not. But still, I thought not much of it.”

    He paused, grimacing, and reached up to cup his head. Fjörna glanced towards Naima, wondering if she would do something to help him, but her mentor merely watched him, waiting for him to continue. Eventually, he lowered his hand, and the tension in his face abated.

    “In the autumn my balance started to feel off. At times I became very dizzy and had a hard time walking, or even standing for that matter. I would lie in bed for days at a time because the world wouldn’t stop spinning, even whilst lying down. I felt so nauseous that I couldn’t eat. And tired. Always tired.”

    “And then what happened?”

    “Even with all that, I didn’t pay much heed to it, not at first. I thought it was a passing illness, and that it would fade away. I’d always been so strong before, so resilient.”

    “But this time was different,” Naima remarked.

    His jaw clenched, and he looked sullenly out the window. “Yes. The headaches became so terrible that, at times, I could barely open my eyes. And by winter my vision began to blur. That’s when I realized something was very wrong.” He grimaced, reaching his hand up to hold his head once more.

    “Do you need a break?” she asked.

    “No,” he said. “Maybe a little water, though.”

    “Here, Father,” Ichante said as she handed him a glass full of water.

    His hand trembled as he reached for it, and Ichante kept her palm cupped around the bottom of the glass, helping him to hold it.

    “That’s better,” he said once he’d had enough.

    “What happened next?” Naima asked.

    He nodded towards the glass as Ichante placed it down on the bedside table. “I started dropping things. Not all the time, but often enough. It was as if my hands and arms were suddenly too weak to hold things up. Things as simple as a glass of water.”

    “What else?” Naima asked.

    He closed his eyes, inhaling deeply before answering. “Over the winter, I started having fits. They still happen from time to time.”

    “What kind of fits?”

    He hesitated, glancing uneasily at his daughter. “I don’t know how to describe them. It’s like a storm that takes over my body, throwing me this way and that, and making me shake all over.”

    “They’re rather frightening,” Ichante interjected, her voice trembling with emotion. “One overtook him this last winter, and he fell down the stairs. Luckily, he didn’t hit his head, but even so, he didn’t get out of bed for a week. They come on so suddenly, and for no reason.”

    Naima nodded at Ichante, silently thanking her for speaking, before turning back to the king. “And have the symptoms gotten worse?” she asked.

    “They have. Especially the headaches,” he replied.

    “And what have you been doing for treatment?”

    His nostrils flared at her question, and he glared at her, as if she were the cause of all his suffering. “I’ve been seeing my physician. He’s diagnosed me as having an inflammation of the brain. He’s been giving me teas and tinctures to try and reduce the inflammation.”

    “And has it helped?” she asked.

    “Barely,” he replied. The bitterness in his eyes was overwhelming, and Fjörna felt a chill go through her at the sight of it. “I don’t know,” he continued. “I think so.” He closed his eyes, and Fjörna exhaled with relief, thankful for the reprieve.

    Naima glanced down at Cindri, meeting his gaze as he looked up at her. To Fjörna, this wasn’t an unusual sight, but to Ichante, it was more than surprising. She cocked her head to one side, wondering what they were doing. Naima kept her eyes fixed on the cat, and after a moment she nodded in assent.

    She looked up, engaging once more with the king. “Your Majesty,” she said.

    “Aye,” he replied.

    “Might I hold your head for a few minutes?”

    He opened his eyes, narrowing them with suspicion. “Why?” he asked.

    “Just let her, Father,” Ichante said.

    Gustav glanced towards his daughter and sighed. “Fine,” he muttered. “What shall I do?”

    Naima looked around, sensing that he would rather she didn’t sit on his bed. Her gaze caught on a long couch by the hearth, and she nodded towards it. “That will do,” she said. “Are you able to walk, just a little, Your Majesty?” she asked.

    “Aye,” he said.

    He slowly rolled out of bed, clutching at his head as he moved. Rising to his feet, he faltered as a wave of dizziness overtook him. Ichante reached out, quick as an arrow, to grip his arm lest he fall down. He gave her a weak smile of thanks before shuffling towards the couch. She followed just behind, her body tense and ready for anything. He sat with a grunt, gently lying back on the long cushion. Ichante stood over him for a moment, gazing down on his pained face, before stepping away. She glanced around, meeting Fjörna’s eyes briefly, before taking the empty chair at her side.

    Naima situated herself just behind the king. Once he was settled, she cupped his skull in her hands, encircling her long, gentle fingers around the sides and back. At first, he tried to hold his head up, keeping the weight from her hands, but as the minutes passed, he relaxed, allowing his head to sink into her receptive fingers. She closed her eyes, listening through her hands, trying to feel what was happening inside his head.

    Fjörna watched as she worked, fascinated as always by her ability to deeply listen. She knew that Naima had the special gift of being able to tell what ailed a person simply by laying her hands on them. But no matter how many times she had seen her do it, she still felt awe at watching it take place.

    Ichante, likewise, watched as Naima held her father’s head between her hands. But unlike Fjörna, who had a sense of what was going on, she was mystified by the stillness and the quiet. She started to feel agitated, wondering why Naima was just sitting there and not doing anything. She opened her mouth to say something, but stopped herself when she caught sight of Fjörna, who was sitting on the edge of her seat, as if watching something that was highly engrossing. Ichante closed her mouth, frowning, frustrated at witnessing something she did not understand.

    Cindri joined Naima by the hearth, jumping up on a neighboring armchair. He stared at the king, his green eyes intense, and began to purr. As he purred, a soft golden light emanated from his body, hovering above the king and slowly settling into his reclined form. Gustav’s face, which had been twisted in pain, began to relax, the muscles unwinding as his suffering gradually eased.

    Ichante gave a sudden jerk, unconsciously recoiling at the display before her. She began to stand up, but Fjörna reached out, gripping her arm to keep her from rising. Ichante looked down at Fjörna’s hand, astonished that she would dare restrain her, and then up into her face. Fjörna met her eyes, and gave a firm shake of her head, silently commanding the princess to remain still. Swallowing, Ichante nodded, before sinking back into the chair, her muscles relaxing as she turned towards her father.

    Gradually, Cindri stopped purring and rested back on his paws, his eyes drooping halfway closed. Naima sat back on the couch, releasing Gustav’s head from the soft grip of her fingers. He opened his eyes and raised his eyebrows, silently asking if he might sit up. She nodded, and he pushed himself up into a seated position, gingerly reaching up to touch his head, confused by the reduction in pain.

    Naima seemed the slightest bit unsteady, and Fjörna immediately rose and crossed the room to the pitcher of water, pouring her a glass. She brought it to Naima, who took it with a nod of thanks. The older woman drank deeply, letting the cool liquid soothe the heat, which had built in her body while she had held the king’s head. Draining the glass, she gave it back to Fjörna, and then turned to face the king.

    “There is something growing in your head,” she began, her voice low and grave. “It is like a dense, dark shadow, and it grows bigger with each passing day. If we do nothing, it will likely kill you by midsummer, and possibly sooner.”

    He closed his eyes and nodded, as if not surprised by her words. Opening them again, his gaze was startlingly different, humbled in the face of fate. “Is there anything to be done?” he asked.

    “There is one thing,” Naima replied. She paused, glancing briefly at Fjörna before continuing. “There is a potion I can make that will do away with this thing that grows. But I lack one crucial ingredient. There is a rare flower that blooms in the mountains to the southeast of here. It will likely take a week just to reach it. My apprentice and I can go retrieve it, and once we bring it back, I can make you this potion.”

    Incredulously, he looked from Fjörna to Naima. “My lady, you would feel safe to make such a journey with just the two of you?”

    Her lips twitched up in a secret smile. “Yes, Your Majesty,” she said.

    “Father, perhaps I should accompany them,” Ichante interjected.

    He sighed, gazing at his daughter. A full minute passed without him saying a single word in response. Finally, he glanced towards Naima, addressing her first. “Normally, I would send you with a royal escort, but something tells me that you practice more than just medicine.”

    Naima met his gaze, unblinking, her eyes proud and fierce.

    He gave a knowing nod, and turned once more towards his daughter. “Those woods can be quite dangerous, Ichante,” he said.

    “I’m not afraid, Father.”

    He smiled proudly. “You rarely are.”

    “Then may I go?” she said.

    He hesitated, his smile disappearing from his lips. “I think you should, though I wish I thought otherwise.”

    “Shall Emery accompany us?”

    Gustav shook his head. “I trust not even him with knowledge of this quest. I want no one to know that I sought out”—he paused, glancing sharply towards Naima—“an unorthodox method of treatment.”

    He continued to regard Naima, his eyes brighter than they’d been in weeks. His gaze drifted uneasily towards the cat, who sat watching him from a neighboring armchair, before addressing the learned healer once more. “How soon will you be ready to depart?”

    “Tomorrow,” Naima replied. “We haven’t a moment to lose.”

    “So it is,” he replied. “Now, I must rest.”

    Ichante jumped up, ready to help him onto his feet, but he held his hand out, stopping her. Taking a deep breath, he stood, shakily but without assistance. He looked down at Naima, his gaze searching.

    “I do feel a little better,” he said.

    “That’s good to hear,” she replied.

    He grunted and shuffled towards the bed. Ichante stood by, watching to make sure he didn’t fall. She glanced nervously towards Cindri, having surmised that her father’s improvement had been the cat’s doing, but didn’t say anything.

    “We can see ourselves out,” Naima said.

    “Thank you,” Ichante replied. “I will come by your chamber in a little while to go over the details of our trip.”

    “Yes, Your Highness,” Naima replied.

    Fjörna followed Naima into the corridor.

    They weaved their way back down the passages, thankfully not getting lost. Naima ushered Fjörna into her chamber and closed the door behind them. Her limbs were heavy as she crossed the room, her eyes deep in thought. With a great sigh, she sank into one of the armchairs and turned to stare out the window. She had such a fierce look of concentration that Fjörna thought she was trying to penetrate the ethers themselves with the power of her gaze.

    Fjörna sat down across from her, and waited for her to speak.

    “So,” Naima began. “The next leg of our journey soon begins.” She paused, eyeing her Fjörna appraisingly. “Björn tells me that he’s mentioned his mother to you. Ylva.”

    “Aye,” Fjörna replied.

    “Good.”

    Cindri jumped up onto her lap, turning once around before settling down. Naima draped her hand softly over his back before continuing.

    “The flower I seek is quite prevalent on Ylva’s mountain, which bodes well for us. The secret to acquiring the flower is that, once plucked, Ylva will need to breathe on it to imbue it with magical properties.”

    “Magic?”

    “Aye. This is no simple ailment we’re treating, and we will need some extra help.”

    “But the princess, she’s coming with us.”

    “That’s true. I think it’s for the best,” Naima replied. She paused to glance down Cindri, stroking his brownish-orange fur as she gazed into his eyes. After a minute, she looked up, her eyes calm. “Cindri agrees. Besides which, she’s already seen a bit of magic just now, with her father.”

    Fjörna exhaled slowly, trying to subdue the sudden pounding of her heart. She thought back on what had just happened, and how she had practically commanded the princess to remain seated. She couldn’t believe she had been so impudent! But the princess had listened to her, and hadn’t seemed upset. At least, not in the moment.

    “Are you nervous?” Naima asked.

    “Yes? No? I don’t know. She baffles me.”

    “How so?”

    “I feel scared that I’m going to expose more of myself than I’d like.”

    “And why is that?” Naima asked.

    “Because when I’m around her, I feel the urge to share everything with her. But I don’t even know her!” Fjörna covered her face with her hands, taking a deep breath and letting it fill her chest. As she exhaled, she dropped her hands, her eyes filled with confusion as she looked beseechingly at Naima. “I really don’t think it’s a good idea for her to come with us.”

    Naima seemed unperturbed by her declaration; she regarded Fjörna calmly, as if she were considering what herbs to pull down from her shelf and add to a medicinal tea. A slight crease formed on her brow, as if she couldn’t quite figure something out, and she glanced down to meet Cindri’s gaze, an unspoken conversation passing between them. After a moment, she nodded, and looked back up at Fjörna.

    “Cindri says that her destiny is bound up with yours. He believes that it’s of the highest importance that she accompany us.”

    “Does that mean I can trust her?”

    “What did I tell you, not two days ago, by the stream?”

    Fjörna closed her eyes, thinking back. “That I can trust my feelings, and that I need to learn to listen to myself.”

    “That’s right,” Naima said. “And how does that apply to the princess?”

    “My mind tells me to stay guarded, but my body seems to trust her.”

    “I think you have your answer,” Naima remarked.

    “But if I trust her, it puts all of us at risk, yourself included.”

    “Here’s a secret, little one. I trust you. I trust in your feelings.”

    Fjörna swallowed, overwhelmed by the implications of what Naima had just said.

    “Now then,” Naima said. “Back to discussing our journey.”

    Fjörna nodded, speechless.

    Naima sat back in her chair, clasping her hands loosely together over her belly. “What I haven’t told you yet, is that when Ylva breathes on the flower, she will need to do so while in her spirit bear form.”

    “How can she do that with Ichante accompanying us?”

    Naima smiled, her eyes twinkling with amusement. “Did you just call her Ichante?” she asked.

    “Yes,” Fjörna said. Her bronze cheeks turned a deep, ruddy shade, and she struggled to maintain eye contact, wishing, not for the first time, that Naima were less perceptive than she was.

    “I see,” Naima replied. “Don’t worry, little one. The princess will accompany us, and I have a strong sense that by the time we reach our destination, she will be ready to honor our secrets.”

    

  
    Chapter Twenty-Three

     

    
     

    Wild Hearts

     

    The sky was bright blue, the lingering clouds of the morning having blown out of the valley, taking any further chance of rain with them. Ichante had just come from Naima’s chamber, where they had gone over the plans for their journey. The whole time she had been in her presence, all she could think about was that cat, and the golden light that had emerged from his body. However, over the course of the hour they had spent in discussion, she had refrained from mentioning the extraordinary event even once. Instead, she had merely snuck covert glances at the tawny creature, wondering what it was, and what strange magic it had performed on her father.

    Gustav hadn’t actually seen what had happened, as his eyes had been closed the entire time he’d been lying down, but Ichante suspected that he knew magic had been involved. Nonetheless, he was the last person she wanted to discuss magic with, given the malevolence of his intention regarding its practice in the kingdom. But still, her mind was rife with questions, and she felt more than a little nervous at the prospect of spending any more time with Naima, her apprentice, or that uncanny cat in the days to come.

    Even now, in the practice yard, it was all she could think about, though she knew she couldn’t discuss it with anyone but Naima herself. She felt overwhelmed, and helpless, and so had taken herself to one of the few places in which she had total control. She inhaled deeply, centering her breath as she reached for the dagger secured at her thigh. In one fluid motion, she pulled the dagger from its sheath, raised it alongside her face, and threw it towards the target across the yard. It landed with a solid thunk directly in the center, buried more than halfway up the blade. Jogging across the yard, she yanked it free from the target, before resuming her position and repeating the whole process.

    It was nearly an hour later when a voice interrupted her, calling her attention away from the target, and from the memory of golden light seeping into her father’s body. She swallowed, looking up. It was Lorcan, perched on the topmost step, his arms crossed in front of his chest as he leaned against a pillar, a wide grin on his face.

    “You’ve been at that for ages,” he said. “Fancy a break?”

    She smiled, crossing the yard to retrieve her dagger. Slipping it into its sheath, she wiped her brow, conscious for the first time of how sweaty she’d become. “I could do with a break,” she admitted.

    “How about that tavern you took me to ages ago. I thought a walk might sound nice, with a strong drink at the end.”

    “As I recall, you said that tavern was a bit, what was the word?” She looked up at the sky, pretending to think back. Then, with a snap of her fingers, she grinned. “Rough. I believe the word you used was rough.”

    “Perhaps,” he replied. He pushed off from the pillar and joined her at the base of the stairs. “But a fellow can learn, can’t he? Change, even.”

    “You do give a girl hope,” she said. She tucked her arm in the crook of his elbow. “A walk sounds nice.”

    “So easy!” he exclaimed. “And here I thought I’d have to twist your arm.”

    She gazed up at him with mock seriousness. “No arm twisting today. I come willingly.”

    She paused, glancing down at her bodice. Her father hadn’t even noticed her appearance, though she’d made the painstaking effort to tend to her hair and wear his favorite outfit. “I just want to change into something a little less decorative,” she said.

    “I think you look nice,” Lorcan remarked.

    “You’re sweet. But I want to look a little more common if we’re going to visit the tavern.”

    “And should I do the same?” he asked as he glanced down at his fine blue surcoat and shiny boots.

    “I wouldn’t worry. I’m the one who’s more likely to be recognized.”

    Once in her room, she dressed quickly, switching out of the embroidered bodice and into a plain, dark brown leather one. Reaching for the cloak she wore while incognito, she brushed at it with her hand, shaking her head at how dirty it had become, and swung it around her shoulders. Even her boots she changed, opting for a more worn pair.

    “Done yet?” Lorcan called.

    “Nearly,” she replied as she reappeared from her closet. She smiled at him mischievously. “Now I only have the final piece to attend to.”

    “And what’s that?” he asked. He looked her up and down, at a loss to see how she could make any more changes that might make a difference.

    “My hair,” she replied.

    She turned towards the mirror and gazed at herself in the reflection. With a flourish, she withdrew the comb that was holding the intricate twist in place, and swung her head around, making her reddish-blond locks tumble down. Glancing again towards the mirror, she reached up and thrust her fingers deep into her mane, ruffling them around until it was thoroughly rumpled. Satisfied, she turned to face Lorcan, a wide smile on her face.

    “That actually did do the trick,” he remarked, his tone marginally surprised.

    “Now I’m ready,” she said.

    The air was cool, with a hint of warmth. It would have been even warmer, except for the fact that a fairly steady breeze blew from the east. They chatted most of the way into the capital, idle talk that thankfully gave her something to think about besides that uncanny green-eyed creature. In an effort to lure her attention away from the events of the morning, she threw herself heartily into the conversation, surprising him, as she had become more reticent in the months of late. He smiled at the change, thinking that perhaps it signified a development in her feelings for him.

    The trees that lined either side of the road glistened in the afternoon sun, their brimming green branches full of birdsong. She saw a butterfly flutter past, bright red with streaks of yellow, and she gripped Lorcan’s arm, pointing it out to him. It disappeared behind the bough of a tree, only to reappear a moment later, twining through the bright green leaves. The road was slightly muddy from the recent rain, but not enough to make traveling on it too difficult. If the sun persisted, the road would be relatively dry for their journey in the morning.

    Soon, they arrived at The Corwin, pausing their conversation as they passed through the entrance. Lamps were lit throughout, emitting a soft glow that highlighted the golden-brown hues of the oak beams and the rich, reddish brown of the cherry wood tables. She glanced towards the right as they entered, through the archway into the second, more secluded room. Unfortunately, both the armchairs and the leather couch were in use. Undeterred, she scanned the larger, main room, looking to see if there was a table that might afford them privacy, and a chance at an unguarded conversation. A handful of the tables were taken, mostly with groups of two or three people, but there were a couple tables against the wall that would suffice.

    “Shall we get some drinks?” Lorcan asked.

    She smiled up at him and followed as he led her towards the bar.

    “Hello there!” the barkeeper said. “I haven’t seen you in months.” His smile lit up his wide cheeks, giving them a soft rosy tinge.

    She returned his smile, endeared by his greeting, as well as by the careful way he had combed back his thinning patch of brown hair. “Nay,” she said. “I’ve been busy.”

    “I wanted to thank you for that tip,” he said.

    “What tip?” she asked.

    “About the farm. That fellow you mentioned, he and I are going to be doing a bit of business together.”

    She slapped her hand on the counter, pleased that she had been able to help. “That’s splendid news,” she said.

    “Aye,” he replied. “So, what’ll it be? It’s on the house for the both of you.”

    “Oh, you don’t have to do that!” she cried.

    “Nay, m’lady. But I would like to.”

    “I’ll take an amber ale,” Lorcan said with a grin. “And thank you, sir.”

    “And I’ll have the same,” Ichante said.

    He flashed her another bright smile before tending to their drinks. A moment later, he handed across two brimming tankards of ale. “Here you go,” he said.

    They carried them over to a relatively private table in the far corner of the room. She glanced around as they sat down, taking a small sip of her drink. Across the table, Lorcan eyed her speculatively, wondering at her changing moods.

    “What’s on your mind?” he asked.

    “Not much,” she said. She took another sip from her tankard, lingering on the sweet, nutty taste of the ale before swallowing.

    “And how did you like the sea?” he asked. “You were gone more than a week.”

    “It was lovely,” she replied. “I really should visit it more often.”

    “I hear you came back with some company,” he remarked. He watched her expression, hoping it would give something away of the true purpose of her trip.

    She leaned back against the chair, her face carefully blank as she traced a finger around the rim of her tankard. “Aye,” she said, and nothing more.

    He sighed and took a long sip of his drink, eyeing her thoughtfully over the rim. He frowned into his tankard, wondering why she was being reticent when they had been getting on so nicely on their walk.

    “Lorcan,” she said.

    “Aye?”

    “Are there things in your life that you can’t talk about?”

    “Like what?”

    “I don’t know. It could be anything. Just, something that’s personal, or a secret that belongs to someone else.”

    He sat back, thinking. “I don’t think so. Is that how you feel?”

    She nodded. “There are things in my life, many things, that I can’t share, even if I wanted to.”

    “Does this have to do with you visiting the sea?”

    “Not so much. I just needed to get away for a few days.”

    He arched an eyebrow, clearly implying that he didn’t believe her.

    “It’s true!” she insisted. She rapped her knuckles on the table to emphasize her point. “All winter long, I’ve felt trapped by visiting nobles, trying to convince them that I’m fit to reign.” She sighed, fidgeting with the handle of her tankard. “No,” she continued. “There was no secret purpose to my visit. Only the salty sea air, and a little time away from court.”

    “Then what secrets do you mean?”

    She rolled her eyes, grinning at him. “Lorcan! The whole point is that I can’t say.”

    “Oh,” he said.

    “I was just wondering if you could relate, and if so, how you’ve dealt with it.”

    “Dealt with it?”

    “Aye,” she said. “Secrets can be lonely, even if they’re necessary.”

    “I wish you’d trust me. You can trust me with anything, Ichante.”

    She cocked her head to one side, considering him.

    “I mean it,” he said. He reached forward, taking her hand in his. “I care about you.”

    She smiled and met his eyes. “I know that,” she said.

    “Listen,” he said. “Have you thought anymore about us? About marriage? Perhaps if we were more than friends, you wouldn’t feel like you had to carry these things on your own.”

    She stared at him, her mind racing. “I’ve thought about it,” she said slowly.

    “And?”

    “I don’t know, Lorcan. I still don’t know.”

    He grazed his thumb along the top of her hand, barely making contact with her skin. The lightness of his touch sent a shiver through her body, making him grin.

    “What’s so funny?” she asked.

    “You. Wanting to figure everything out before you’ve given anything a chance.”

    “Oh, so you think I’m not giving you a proper chance?”

    “No,” he said. “I don’t.”

    “What would you have me do?” she asked.

    His gaze flitted to her lips, and at the look in his eyes, she felt her heart speed up.

    “Perhaps you would allow me to kiss you,” he said.

    “Lorcan!” she exclaimed with a laugh. She pulled her hand away, gripping the handle of the tankard instead.

    “Why not?” he asked. “Why not give it a try?”

    She took another sip of her drink, averting her gaze. “I’m not ready,” she said.

    “How do you know if you don’t try?”

    “Because some things you just know.” She set her tankard down with a loud thud. “Enough of this.”

    He sighed, inclining his head in submission.

    “Listen,” she said. “I’m going to be leaving the palace again, for a couple weeks. I’d like you to check in on my father while I’m away, just to make sure he has someone for company who actually cares about him.”

    “Where are you going?”

    “Questions, questions,” she said playfully. She shook her head, smiling at his tenaciousness.

    “I never thought you would be a woman of mystery, but it seems you’re becoming more so with each passing day.”

    “Will you do it?” she asked.

    “Aye,” he replied. “Of course.”

    “Thank you.”

    “Is that what’s troubling you? That while you’re away he won’t feel cared for?”

    “It does trouble me. But I have other things on my mind too.”

    “Well, I’ll care for him in your absence as if he were my own father.”

    “Thank you,” she said, reaching out to squeeze his hand.

    Once they had finished their drinks, they made their way back to the palace. Their return journey was fairly quiet compared to their walk heading into the city, and he wracked his mind, trying to think of a way to make her open up and talk to him. As they neared the palace, he glanced down and grabbed her hand. She looked up at him, her eyes wide with shock.

    “Trust me,” he said. He tugged her off the road, gripping her hand tightly as he pulled her through the trees.

    She laughed, alarmed and excited by the wildness of his behavior. “Where are you taking me?” she called.

    He merely glanced back, grinning at her with laughing eyes. They dashed past a clump of beech trees, deftly avoiding the lower branches and jumping over the large roots. His chest pounded with excitement at the touch of her skin, and he looked back at her, exulting in the sight of her unexpected joy. The wind picked up, the trees all around them awash with movement as their branches bent in the breeze, countless rustling leaves overwhelming even the sounds of their boots as they raced through the underbrush.

    Soon, they had arrived at a large pond, hidden by the tall trees that lined its shore. A lone rowboat bobbed up and down in the water, moored to the short, wooden pier that jutted out into the pond. Across the expanse, she could see wisps of white clouds reflected on the smooth surface, their images subtly shimmering as the water rippled beneath. A bird flew overhead, its wings outstretched as it glided through the air, before landing in the top branches of a tree.

    As they came to a staggering halt, he let go of her hand, instead leaning against a tree as he gulped for air. She stood with her hands on her hips, inhaling deeply as she stared at him, astonished by his behavior. The thick hair at the base of her neck was hot and damp with sweat, forming small droplets that traced down along her spine, gliding just beneath her tunic. Walking out onto the pier, she squatted down to dip her hand into the cool water of the pond. Splashing some on the back of her neck, she looked up at him, grinning.

    “I can’t believe you did that,” she said.

    He glanced up, his breath finally caught, a grin mirrored on his face. “Neither can I, but I felt inspired.”

    She splashed another handful of water over her head, unconcerned as it dripped down her front. “By what?” she asked.

    “By you,” he replied.

    His eyes were intent on her face, and she looked away, uncomfortable by what she saw. Even so, he persisted, his heart demanding action after months of waiting. He slowly walked along the pier, drawing closer to her.

    “I’ll make you a deal,” he said.

    She stood up and turned to face him. “What kind of deal?” she asked warily.

    “I’ll tell you anything you want to know if you let me kiss you.”

    “Lorcan!” she cried. Scandalized, she swatted him on the arm.

    He grabbed her hand, pulling her close. “Anything at all,” he said.

    She inhaled sharply, overwhelmed by the sudden nearness of him. “I thought you said that you had no secrets,” she mumbled.

    “None that I purposefully keep, but I’m sure I have secrets I don’t even know about. Things I don’t share.”

    “Well,” she said. Hesitantly, she glanced up into his eyes. “Why do you want to marry me?”

    “Isn’t it obvious?”

    She didn’t answer, instead waiting for him to answer the question.

    “All right, I’ll tell you,” he said. “I’ll tell you the truth.” He released her hand, taking a half step back. “Over the winter, before I even returned to the palace, it was my intention to marry you. Not because I was in love with you. I mean, let’s be honest, we’d only known each other as children before that.”

    “That’s what I thought too,” she said.

    He nodded, inching forward. “But that first morning that we had breakfast, something stirred in my chest that I didn’t expect. It was love.”

    “What are you saying?” she whispered.

    “That I love you, Ichante. I didn’t think I would. I didn’t even allow myself to believe in the possibility of it. But I did—practically from the first moment I saw you in your chambers that morning.”

    “Lorcan,” she murmured. She reached her hand up to lay her palm flat against his chest, stopping him from coming any nearer.

    He covered her hand with his, pressing his body against her palm and inching even closer. “I do love you, and I want you to give us a try.”

    She glanced up, dismayed by the look of passion that had overtaken his face. “Lorcan, I can’t,” she said.

    She tried to pull away, but he tugged on her arm, pulling her roughly against his chest. Startled, she froze. He reached his hand behind her head, drawing her even nearer, and leaned down, kissing her gently on the mouth. His lips were warm and soft, touching her with a tenderness that she hadn’t expected. But even so, there was something wrong. She didn’t really understand what it was, because in the past the touch of his skin, the smell of his sweat, all of it had been a comfort to her. But now, as he pressed his lips against hers, something in her body felt repelled by the roughness of the stubble on his face, and the dark mustiness of his scent. She was overwhelmed by the wrongness of it. She tried to pull away, but he held her close, kissing her again. Anger boiled up inside her, filling her with the need to escape. She shoved him hard, so that he stumbled back, his eyes aghast.

    “I told you no,” she said. Her voice trembled with fury, and she wiped the back of her hand roughly against her mouth, trying to wipe the taste of him away.

    “Ichante,” he whispered. He took a step forward, extending his hand out for her to hold, his eyes pleading.

    “I can’t do this, Lorcan,” she said. She circled around him and began to walk back up the pier, in the direction of the trees.

    “Ichante, wait!” he called. “Please!”

    “No,” she said flatly as she continued to walk.

    He ran in front of her, turning around so that he faced her. “Please, Ichante.”

    She stopped, staring at him with icy eyes. “Why did you do that?” she asked.

    He swallowed, dropping his head. “I thought maybe if I kissed you, then you might realize how you truly felt about me.”

    “Well, I did,” she hissed.

    He looked up beseechingly, his eyes rife with torment. “Please, don’t say anything you don’t mean.”

    She made a low guttural sound of frustration and stomped her foot down hard, setting a layer of dirt loose from the wooden plank. “Lorcan! You make me feel crazy!”

    “Please,” he repeated as he took a step closer.

    “Stay where you are!” Her voice lashed out at him like a whip, making him wince.

    “I don’t understand,” he said.

    She glared at him. “You want to know one of my secrets?” she asked.

    He looked at her fearfully, scared of the fury snapping in her eyes. “Not like this,” he said.

    “Well, I’ll tell you anyways. I like women, not men.”

    “Wh—what?” he stammered.

    “That’s right,” she said. “It’s not something I can change, and it means I can never care for you the way you want me to.”

    “But how can you know?”

    “Oh, Lorcan, because I’ve tried! Every time that energy sparks up between us, all I want to do is get away from you. That’s not how I should feel if I cared for you in that way.”

    “But how can you know your feelings won’t change?” he asked.

    “Because I’ve felt attracted to women! I’ve felt the feeling you’re talking about. And I will tell you what I know to be true: there is no mistaking it for lukewarm feelings. And there is no chance I will ever feel that way about you.”

    The moment she said it, she felt better. Her heart was suddenly lighter, and full of real possibility, full of choice. She could even forgive him a little, knowing that the anger she felt had as much to do with her secrecy, and the shame that had begun to form around it, as it did with his actions.

    He looked as if he’d been slapped. All the color drained from his face, and he stared at her as if he didn’t know her. He opened and closed his mouth, but no words came out. Finally, he collected himself enough to speak. “Who is it?” he asked. “Whom do you care for in that way?”

    “Oh, Lorcan, that’s beside the point.”

    “Then why did you say you were considering me for marriage? Why tell me that if it wasn’t true?”

    “Because I was.”

    “But why?”

    “Have you ever heard of two women living together in that way?”

    “Yes,” he said. “It’s not well looked upon, but I have heard of it. I’ve never actually met anyone like that before.”

    “And if it’s looked upon with such distaste in the general population, do you think it could ever be possible for a queen to choose such a life?”

    He didn’t respond, and she took his silence for agreement.

    “I considered marriage to you for the good of the kingdom, and not for the good of my heart,” she said.

    His face fell at her words, his shoulders slumping. Watching him standing there, with his heart sore and broken, she felt all her anger fall away, as if it hadn’t been there in the first place. Instead, she felt an unexpected tenderness fill her chest, a sweet affection for this kind and passionate man. She reached her hand out to touch him, but stopped herself, knowing she wasn’t the one to comfort him over this.

    “Monarchs make these choices all the time,” she continued. “My father has told me as much.”

    “I’d hoped we would be different,” he muttered.

    “I had as well,” she said.

    “You truly don’t think your feelings would change in time?”

    She shook her head sadly. “No, Lorcan. My heart is very clear about what it wants.”

    He reached up to take his spectacles off, rubbing the tears from his eyes, before replacing them. “What does this mean for us?” he asked. His voice was barely more than a whisper, and it pained her to hear him sound so broken.

    “I honestly don’t know,” she said.

    “Does anyone else know about, well, about how you feel?”

    “You mean, does my father know?”

    He nodded.

    She sighed, looking away. “I haven’t told him,” she said. “And even if I did, he would say the same thing.”

    “What?”

    “That love for someone like me is never a guarantee. In fact, it’s a rarity, even if I were drawn to men. He would say that I need to put others before myself, and sacrifice my feelings for the good of the kingdom.”

    “I don’t agree with him,” he said.

    “Of course you do,” she argued. “You wanted to marry me before you realized you loved me. That was not a decision of the heart.”

    He looked away, feeling a twinge of shame. “I guess I’d never felt love before. I didn’t really know what I was doing. It’s hard to feel the weight of a choice when you don’t really know what it is you’re giving up.”

    “You’re a good man, Lorcan,” she said. She reached out to take his hand, squeezing it as she swung it from side to side. “If I had been drawn to men, I would have been drawn to you.”

    He sighed, glancing down at their clasped hands, and gently pulled his away. “So, what do you plan to do?” he asked.

    “I don’t know. I haven’t figured that out yet.”

    He nodded, stuffing his hands in his pockets as he turned to gaze off towards the pond.

    “Lorcan,” she said.

    “Aye.”

    “You really do matter to me. And I honestly do care about you. Just, not like that.”

    “I know,” he said. He turned to meet her gaze. “I think that’s why my hope was so great that you might eventually feel more for me than you did.”

    “That makes sense,” she replied.

    “Come on,” he said. He gave a great sniff and dropped his gaze, scuffing his boot on the wooden plank. “Let’s go back to the palace.”

    “Will you keep my secret?” she asked.

    “Aye,” he replied. “Of course I will.”

     

    
     

    That night Ichante was readying for bed when she heard a knock at her door. She glanced at herself in the mirror, hoping that it was not Lorcan who had come calling. Tying the sash of her robe into a firmer knot, she crossed the room, her bare feet making barely a sound on the rug. Taking a deep breath, she opened the door, and smiled when she saw Saskia standing just outside. She opened the door wider, letting her in.

    “I was hoping to see you tonight,” Ichante said.

    Saskia removed her cloak, draping it over the back of a chair. She wore a dark red skirt and brown bodice, and her dark hair hung loose, falling halfway down her back. She traced a finger along the edge of the table, and glanced up shyly at the princess. “I know I can’t stay the night—I’ve heard rumors that you’re leaving again in the morning. But might I stay until you fall asleep?”

    “There’s nothing I’d like more,” Ichante replied.

    Saskia blushed and smiled, her dusky cheeks dimpling. She took a seat at the couch, and looked expectantly up at Ichante. “How did it go today?” she asked.

    Ichante quickly joined her. She draped an arm along the back of the couch, drumming her fingers atop the cushion. “I think it went well,” she said.

    “And does the healer practice magic?” Saskia asked.

    Ichante glanced away, nervous for the first time about sharing a secret that wasn’t her own. “I’m not sure,” she said. “But I do think she’ll be able to help my father.” She looked up quizzically, her brow furrowing in sudden concern. “You heard rumors? What were they exactly?”

    “Only that your horse was to be readied for an early ride, with provisions packed for a long journey. Nothing more.”

    “And were people curious about this bit of news?” Ichante asked.

    “A little, but no more curious than in regards to your recent trip to Mjönes.”

    “I see.” Ichante looked away, considering. “Well, there’s nothing to be done for it. Hopefully the rumors will stop at that.”

    “Where will you go?”

    “Deep in the mountains, in search of a medicinal flower that Naima says can cure my father.”

    “That’s a miracle!” Saskia said. She reached out to take Ichante’s hand, cupping it between her two small ones.

    “Aye, it seems too good to be true.”

    “Don’t say that,” Saskia replied. “You’ve known this whole time that something could help him. With a little luck, perhaps this is it.”

    “We’ll be gone a couple weeks.”

    “You and the healer?”

    “And her apprentice.”

    “I met her today,” Saskia remarked.

    “Aye, what did you think?”

    “There is something about her, just as you said. Something…different.” Saskia paused before continuing, her eyes searching the princess’ face. “She is rather pretty, isn’t she?”

    Ichante shifted on the cushion. There was something in Saskia’s tone that made her feel uncomfortable. “Aye, I suppose,” she said.

    “I only wonder, because you hadn’t mentioned it when you were telling me everything else about her.”

    “Are you jealous?” Ichante asked.

    Saskia smiled, but her eyes grew sad. “No, not jealous,” she said. “Only curious.”

    Ichante reached up to touch her face, tracing the ridge of her cheek. “Why are you sad?” she asked.

    “I’ve always known that you weren’t mine for the keeping,” Saskia replied. “But even so, it still hurts a little to imagine you with somebody else.”

    Ichante stiffened in alarm. Suddenly, the conversation had become about something else entirely, and she felt helpless to steer it back. “What are you talking about?” she asked.

    “Oh, I don’t know,” Saskia said, her voice tight with forced calm. “I guess, we’ve just never talked about it, have we?”

    “Talked about what?”

    “This thing between us. That this is all it ever will be. Even if you weren’t to be queen one day, I think this is all it ever would be.”

    “Why do you say that? That’s absurd!”

    “Is it?” Saskia asked. She didn’t wait for a reply. Instead, she stood up and walked across the room to the window. The stars were bright and soothing to gaze upon. She focused her attention on a blue-tinged star that hung low on the horizon, just above the distant mountain peaks. It twinkled with particular fervency, and she had the distinct impression that it was shining especially for her, imploring her to speak the truth.

    Her thoughts drifted back to why she had come to the palace in the first place, why she had left her home. She sighed, recalling with uncomfortable clarity what she had determined then: that the heart wants what it wants. She fingered her necklace, biting her lower lip as she ruminated on her life before, when new feelings had emerged in her heart that were unexpected, and frankly unwanted. She had tried to suppress them, and to disastrous effect. In the end, she had found that to impede an unstoppable force, like love, was both futile and unnecessarily destructive.

    She closed her eyes, allowing herself to imagine Ichante holding another woman in her arms. She cringed as the image formed in her mind, but forced herself not to turn away from it. Slowly, the muscles of her face relaxed and her grip on the pendant slackened, and she could hold the image in her mind without feeling any rancor.

    Opening her eyes, she saw the vague, wavering reflection of Ichante in the window, and her countenance softened. Even in the blurry image, she could see how Ichante sat on the edge of the couch, staring at her with such intensity. Saskia thought her face was beautiful, even in the hazy reflection. She had always known that she would eventually lose the princess. She had always known that the relationship they shared was at best temporary. But did it have to be? Did loving one person mean that you couldn’t love another? And if it didn’t, what did that mean for them? She glanced behind her, gazing upon Ichante’s earnest, loving face, and walked back across the room.

    “Have you ever thought about it?” Saskia asked.

    “About what?”

    “About us. About our relationship.”

    “Of course I have,” Ichante replied. “I think about it all the time, and what I can and can’t do. It makes me so furious.”

    “Our relationship?”

    “No. The weight of my crown, and the choices it requires of me.” Her jaw hardened, while her hand clenched into a fist. “If only I could be like everyone else, then we could just be together.”

    Saskia smiled, endeared that Ichante thought that her crown was all that stood in their way. “Ichante,” she said as she shook her head. “It is more than your crown that would keep that from coming to pass.”

    “What do you mean?”

    “You have an untamable heart, like a creature of the wild. Like the wind out at sea.” Ichante made as if to speak, but Saskia held a finger up, pressing it firmly against her lips. “I know, because I do too, and I can recognize it in you. If we tried to force our hearts into a cage, they would eventually wilt, losing their zest for life. They would grow weak and apathetic. What kind of life would that be?”

    “I don’t understand! Where is this coming from?”

    “The apprentice girl reminded me of the truth. It wasn’t much, but there was something in the way you talked about her, a small spark, that reminded me of your wild heart.”

    “Even if that were true, what does it matter to us? I would never act on such an impulse.”

    “Ichante, it’s not about what you do or don’t do. We must always listen to our hearts! At least to know how we truly feel, even if we end up making one choice over another.” Saskia paused, her eyes growing soft with tears as she reached up to stroke Ichante’s cheek. “Don’t you see?” she said. “What point is there to any of this if we don’t allow ourselves to feel? Feelings don’t follow rules, even if we make choices that do. I won’t ever be angry with you for how you feel.”

    “Why are you saying all this?”

    Saskia dropped her hand, her voice growing firm. “Because I was reminded of myself, and what drove me from my village.”

    Ichante felt her breath still. “You never talk about your village. Nor why you left.”

    Saskia shrugged and looked away. “There isn’t much to say. I tried to suppress my heart, but it was stronger than me.”

    “What happened?”

    Saskia felt her throat tighten, and reached up to touch her pendant. “The blacksmith’s boy was interested in me. He was quiet and slow, and strong as an ox. I thought he had a gentle heart. I had never been courted before, and he didn’t rush me.” She smiled as she thought back. “He made me small gifts out of metal—hangings for the wall, a buckle for my bag. Once, he even made me a candleholder. It was fashioned with little holes that allowed bits of light to shine out so that it seemed like stars abounded on my ceiling. He left it on our doorstep, and my mother was so thrilled when she found it in the morning. I grew a sincere affection for him. Nothing so deep as love, but still something to perhaps build a life on.”

    “What happened?”

    “He had a sister. A younger sister, of about my age. As I spent more time with him, I also spent more time with her.”

    “You loved her?”

    Saskia nodded. “I did,” she replied. “I tried not to. I tried to turn away from it, and pretend that it was the sort of love I would have felt for a sister. But it wasn’t. I couldn’t help how I felt, though I tried.” She paused, her eyes hardening at the memory. “I tried harder than you can imagine. But no matter how hard I tried, I felt horrible all the time.”

    “Why? You didn’t act on it.”

    “Because I felt so much shame for my feelings, and yet my feelings were the most beautiful thing I had ever known. It made me feel crazy to have shame tied to love. It made me feel like a monster.”

    “What did you do?”

    “I didn’t do anything. My mother was so proud that he was courting me, and I didn’t want to disappoint her, or hurt him by breaking it off. And so I did nothing. Months went by, and the world as I knew it changed. The love I felt for his sister had been so strong and vital in the beginning, full of hope and wonder. But the longer I suppressed it, the weaker my heart grew. An emptiness slowly filled me, a great nothingness, and the world turned grey and hollow. I started to feel like another person altogether.”

    “What happened?”

    “His sister saved me. She knew what was happening. She’d known it all along.”

    “How? What did she do?”

    “She kissed me one night, behind her father’s shop. It was the most beautiful thing I’d ever felt. It recalled me to the truth of myself. I felt like the sun had burst forth after a year of darkness. I felt as if I were waking from a terrible dream. The next day I ended things with him. He was more than angry; he was furious. I think he’d known all along, but had pretended not to. He would rather have had me in the emptiness that I had become, than not have me at all. And he was embarrassed that I had chosen his sister over him.”

    “But the way we feel is not a choice!” Ichante cried.

    “That’s exactly right,” Saskia replied. “But he was furious nonetheless. As was my mother.”

    “How could she be angry with you for following your heart?”

    “Oh, Ichante, you know the answer to that. You grapple with it daily with your own father.”

    Ichante had been about to barrage Saskia’s mother with words of judgment, but closed her mouth at the mention of her father. Could she really deplore her mother’s actions when she, herself, still made excuses for her own father’s inability to accept her? “What happened?” she asked quietly.

    Saskia looked away, unwilling to share these particular tears with Ichante. This memory, more than any other, was the most painful. She wiped at her cheeks, and gathered her breath before answering. “My mother, she insisted that I beg his forgiveness. She insisted that I tell him that I had made a mistake. Like him, she would rather have had me lead an empty life, than follow my true feelings.”

    Saskia paused, and it was all Ichante could do to wait for her to continue. Saskia gave a great, shuddering exhale, and closed her eyes. “When I refused to do as she wished, she disowned me. She said that no daughter of hers would ever choose the disgrace of being with another woman.”

    Ichante stared at her, aghast. “What did you do?”

    Saskia opened her eyes and stared into the fire, watching as a log of wood collapsed, sending a surge of sparks flying. The fire quickly settled into a new configuration, but even then, Saskia remained silent. Ichante began to think that Saskia wasn’t going to answer, but continued to wait, sensing that if she spoke now, she would never hear the full story.

    Finally, Saskia replied, her voice low and deep, barely louder than the crackle of the fire. “No one in my village would take me in. So I lived on the edge of town, in the woods. At night I scrounged for food. I became a thief for a short while, sneaking into chicken coops and the like.”

    “And what happened to the blacksmith’s daughter?”

    “Her brother beat her. Her brother beat her while her father watched. I tried to stop him, but her father just threw me out of their house and barred the door. No one else lifted a finger to try and stop him.”

    Ichante felt her throat clench in horror. She reached out to touch Saskia’s hand, but Saskia didn’t notice. Her mind was far away, focused on something long since passed. Ichante watched as a tear slid down her cheek, and then another, but Saskia sat like a carving made from stone, looking steadily into the fire. Eventually, she stood up and returned to the window. Outside, the blue-tinged star still sat perched above the mountain peaks, and she stared at it, willing it to give her the strength to continue. Another minute passed before she spoke.

    “They stopped short of killing her, but her spirit was broken. When next I saw her, it wasn’t the same person whose eyes I looked into. I tried to call her back, to pull the truth of her to the surface. But she was broken beyond anything I could help. She told me to go, that there was nothing left for me there. And I believed her. So I snuck back into my mother’s home and packed a bag with clothes, and a few precious things.” She paused, again fondling the pendant between her fingers.

    “And you came to Nuvolen,” Ichante prompted.

    Saskia nodded. “I did. I’d heard it was a big enough place that you could live without all your doings being noticed. I thought I might find a bit of freedom here. I trekked through the woods, to the nearest town large enough to have a coach. It took a full week to travel by coach, and cost me every last finston. By the time I got here, I was broke, and I didn’t know a soul, but I was still glad that I’d come.” She again paused, and turned to meet Ichante’s eyes. “I swore to myself that I would never again shame myself for the stirrings of my heart. Perhaps if I had embraced my feelings sooner, then we could have escaped together. I’ll never know. But it plagues me.”

    She crossed the room and took a seat beside Ichante, placing a hand atop her thigh. Her gaze was imploring, as she looked deep into the princess’ eyes. “And it’s because of that, that I’m forcing myself to acknowledge your feelings. We have no say about the way we feel! And we don’t know what possibilities might abound in the world, if we only had the courage to chance their discovery.”

    “You think that I’m drawn to Fjörna.”

    “I think that there is something there, in your heart. You may not know what it is yet, and it may come to nothing. But there it is, nonetheless. And whether it is with her or with someone else, I know in my heart that one day you will feel love for another. And I hope you will talk with me about it, instead of pushing it deep inside yourself, the way I did.”

    Ichante was at a loss for words. Never, in all her imaginings, had she thought that Saskia had a past such as the one she had just disclosed. She leaned over and took the smaller woman into her arms. “I am so sorry that happened to you,” she whispered. “I wish I’d known you then. I wish I’d been able to help you.”

    Saskia pushed Ichante gently away and reached up to cup her cheek. Her gaze flitted from one eye to another, while a sad smile tugged at her lips. “Oh, Ichante, how I adore that you want to save me from my past. But what could you have done?”

    “I don’t know, but something!” Ichante whispered fervently.

    “You can do something for me,” Saskia replied. “You can be honest with me, and yourself. That’s all I will ever ask of you.”

    “I promise,” Ichante whispered. Saskia’s hand was still cupping her cheek, and Ichante reached up to cover it with her own, turning her face so that she could press kisses into the creases of her palm. “I promise to be honest with you always,” she said.

    “I worry for you on this trip,” Saskia said quietly. “You’ll be all on your own, with only the healer and her apprentice for companions.”

    “You know I can take care of myself.”

    “I know. But I worry just the same.”

    Ichante pulled her close, cradling Saskia against her chest so that her dark head was tucked just under her chin. Saskia fit so well in her arms, as if their bodies had been made just to fold into one another. Ichante kissed her firmly on the top of her head, closing her eyes as she inhaled the scent of her hair; it was earthy and bright, like dawn on a summer day.

    “I’m going to miss the smell of you,” Ichante murmured.

    Saskia grinned, and nestled even closer. “Just my smell?” she said.

    She had a laugh in her voice, and Ichante couldn’t help but smile. “Perhaps more than your smell,” she admitted.

    Saskia shifted back, just enough so that she could look Ichante directly in the eyes. She arched an eyebrow playfully, while a slight smirk tugged on her lips.

    Ichante felt her heart begin to race. Before she knew what she was doing, her mouth was pressed against Saskia’s, and she had a hand tangled in her hair. Saskia gasped with surprise, but didn’t pull away. Instead, she leaned into the kiss, biting down on Ichante’s bottom lip, and tugging on it gently. Ichante groaned from deep in her belly, and it was as if her whole body had suddenly caught on fire. She sat back, her eyes riveted on Saskia’s slightly parted mouth.

    “Come here,” she commanded, her voice deep and throaty.

    Saskia slid on top of her lap, so that she was straddling Ichante’s thighs, her eyes burning as she gazed down at her lover.

    Slowly, Ichante began to unlace her bodice. “Enough talk,” she said huskily. “Let me show you exactly what I’ll miss.”

    

  
    Chapter Twenty-Four

     

    
     

    The Quest Begins

     

    Ichante woke well before dawn. She rubbed the sleep from her eyes and glanced towards the window. The sky was clear, with countless twinkling stars scattered across its dark surface. She glanced towards the clock, grumbling at the lateness of the hour. She wished she could have slept a little longer, but before the hour was through, they would be on the road, heading southeast through the Thoraki Mountains, towards a remote corner of the forest that was largely unmapped. If what Naima said was true, the flower they sought grew there, amidst the old tree groves that spread over the southern aspect of the mountain range. There were stories of the old woods, stories of ghosts and lost spirits, stories that kept most curious folk from delving too deep into that part of the mountains. Of course, no one really believed the stories, but even so, it was a rare person who dared to chance their life proving the tales false. As Ichante peered towards the distant peaks, she wondered what exactly she would find.

    She got ready quickly, hoping to be on the road before much of the palace awoke. Once dressed, she fastened her dagger around her right thigh and buckled her sword around her hips. She had packed her rucksack the night before, stuffing it full of clothing and tools for the journey ahead. She slung it crossways around her shoulders, so that the strap passed between her breasts, before reaching for her bow and a quiver full of arrows. Glancing one final time around her room, she nodded her head resolutely and, taking a deep breath, slipped out into the corridor.

    The hall was empty, and likely would be so for half an hour more. She hurried down the passage, hoping to avoid any sharp-eyed servants. From what Saskia had said, her journey was already spoken of. But few knew the company she would be traveling with, or the purpose of their quest, and she wanted the secrecy of at least this aspect to remain. Once she reached Naima’s door, she stopped, glancing covertly behind her before giving a slight knock.

    The door opened immediately, revealing the dim figures of Naima and Fjörna, already dressed and ready for riding. Cindri was perched atop Naima’s shoulder, watchful as ever, while Taavi paced like a white-faced shadow beside Fjörna, following her out into the corridor. Ichante led them through the maze-like passages of the keep, down the many staircases and out the large double oak front doors that marked its entrance.

    The sky was still dark, the courtyard thankfully empty. Ichante gave a low whistle, and from out of the darkness Emery emerged leading a pair of horses, with thick bedrolls already strapped behind their saddles. He handed one set of reins to Ichante and the other to Naima, before disappearing back into the night and emerging a moment later with Fjörna’s chestnut mare, Kainoa. He helped them to transfer their rucksacks to the saddlebags, and checked one final time to make sure the saddles were securely fastened, before standing at attention to face the princess. Ichante wordlessly gripped his shoulder, exchanging a single nod, before hopping up into the saddle. Then, without a backwards glance, she nudged her stallion into a walk. As they crossed under the gate, the sky gave a hint of morning, bringing with it a trace of color to the landscape.

    By the time they reached the capital, the horses had shifted into a trot. They made their way along the main thoroughfare, already stirring awake with signs of life. Smoke rose from chimneys, and Ichante could hear the faint clatter of pots through open kitchen windows. There were even a handful of people already out on the streets, heads bowed as they trudged towards work. They passed by the teashop where Ichante had first truly connected with Saskia, and her gaze snagged on the window as a twang of nostalgia rose up from within her. The proprietress was just visible through the clear pane of glass, her curly grey hair appearing black in the half-light of dawn, before the shop fell away behind them.

    Soon, they had passed through the capital and were halfway towards the edge of the vale, with thick forest on either side of the trail. To the east, in the direction they headed, spanned rolling hills covered in dense green woodland, with a jagged mountain range looming just beyond. The mountains, which were snowy white at their highest peaks, wrapped unevenly around the perimeter of the immense valley. To the west, back the way they had come, stood the palace, and just past it stretched fields of farmland, already teeming with activity.

    Just as the sun peeked over the eastern mountains, Ichante slowed her horse to a walk. The others followed suit, gathering just behind her as she halted in the road. She twisted in her saddle to look back, the copper in her hair alive with fire as the sun poured into the valley. Fjörna felt her heart rouse at the expression of wonder on Ichante’s face. Ichante met her gaze and smiled, before jerking her head towards the sight behind them.

    Fjörna glanced back, her jaw dropping open at the sight she beheld. The light from the east spilt onto the mountains to the west, thrusting the ragged, uneven peaks into a brilliant, reddish-golden hue that stilled her breath. Within minutes, the sun had enveloped the entirety of the mountains in its intense, unrelenting light. As it touched the valley floor, it turned the land a green so bright that it forced her to squint. She peered past the farms, and was startled to discover a meandering lake on the far end of the valley. She hadn’t seen it in their first approach to the palace, just two nights prior; it had been too dark. But now, she marveled at how it shimmered in the early morning light, pale and pristine as it curved through the distant gorge before wrapping out of sight.

    Fjörna’s heart was buoyant as she turned back towards the princess. Ichante matched her smile, and for one brief moment Fjörna thought she looked as beautiful as the dawn. It was like a thunderclap, the way it landed in her body, and Fjörna felt a tremor deep in her chest, like the wind passing through a grove of trees, setting a thousand leaves aflutter. She looked away in confusion, and pressed a hand to her chest. When she glanced back, Ichante had already swiveled back around in her saddle and was nudging her stallion forward. Fjörna followed just after, a slight frown on her lips as they resumed their journey east, riding into the light of the rising sun.

    The road narrowed as they traveled further from Nuvolen, rising and falling as it crossed over the foothills, winding first one way and then another as it followed the contours of the land. Soon, the hills gave way to mountains, and the valley disappeared from sight as they passed between the lofty peaks.

    They arrived at the Hawthorne Inn an hour before sundown, and thankfully were able to secure rooms. Ichante knew it would be the last time she slept in a bed for quite a while, and even a single night made a huge difference. Come morning, they would be venturing off the carriage road, instead plunging into the forest and following the eastern edge of the mountain range as it veered south.

    The innkeeper recalled them from their recent stay, and seemed particularly accommodating, sending her son to tend to their horses, and giving them the best rooms she had available. It was over the course of dinner that Ichante realized it was because they were three women traveling alone, without the company of a male escort, that the innkeeper felt compelled to ensure their comfort as best she could.

    “Do you think we’re getting a lot of stares?” Ichante whispered to Naima.

    They were seated in the dining hall, at a small round table, huddled over large hunks of bread and steaming bowls of stew. Though the fare wasn’t anything special, they were hungry after a long day on the road and didn’t notice.

    Naima looked up, making a slow study of the room. As the princess had observed, they were in fact receiving their fair share of stares. However, she couldn’t detect any malice in the attention they received. Unconcerned, she turned back to her soup.

    “I think most people aren’t used to seeing women traveling alone,” she replied.

    “Do you think that’s all?” Ichante asked. She shifted uncomfortably in her chair, eyeing the nearest table with suspicion. She leaned forward, whispering so that no one else could hear. “You don’t think I’ve been recognized, do you?”

    “No, Your Highness,” Naima replied, her voice equally low. “It doesn’t feel that way to me.”

    “You really must call me Ichante while we’re traveling,” she whispered.

    Her voice came out more forcefully than she had intended, and Naima glanced up sharply, staring at her.

    “I didn’t mean to be so aggressive. I’m just worried about being recognized.”

    Naima’s gaze softened, and she nodded. “I really don’t think that anyone knows who you are.”

    “Then why do they stare so?” Ichante asked.

    “If I saw three women out in the woods, on a journey all by themselves, I also would be curious,” Naima said. “It’s not something one sees every day.”

    “Well, I don’t like it,” Ichante said with a huff. She scowled into her bowl of stew, stirring it roughly with her spoon.

    “I have a feeling that you don’t often like attention,” Naima remarked.

    Ichante glanced up, her lips twitching at the edges as she fought the impulse to smile. “Why do you say that?” she asked.

    Naima smiled, her eyes twinkling. “Because you and my young apprentice have something in common,” she replied.

    Ichante glanced towards Fjörna, surprised that they shared any similarities. “And what’s that?” she asked.

    “A strong presence, and an inclination towards privacy. Not an easy combination.”

    Ichante grinned. “Something tells me that you can relate,” she remarked.

    “Aye,” Naima replied.

    “Humph,” Ichante grunted. She bowed low over her bowl and continued to eat.

    Once they were finished, she stood up and gathered her cloak from the back of the chair.

    “Come,” she said. “We’d best get some rest. Tomorrow will likely be even more difficult than today.”

    As they stood, more heads swiveled in their direction, and for the first time since embarking on their journey, Ichante felt thankful that they would be sleeping outdoors for so much of their quest. She glanced nervously around the room, unconsciously touching the hilt of her dagger as she made her way towards the stairs.

    Her room was nicer than the one she’d had during their previous visit, with a wider bed and an oil painting hanging on the wall. Also, there was a place to sit other than the bed; near the window stood a single armchair with a small table next to it. Atop the table rested a vase, overflowing with freshly picked wildflowers, adding a brilliant dash of color to the otherwise drab room.

    She seized the armchair and placed it directly in front of the window so that she could look out at the darkening sky. A few minutes later she heard a knock at the door. Grumbling with annoyance, she peeled herself out of the chair and trudged across the room. It was the innkeeper, come to check on her. Her blond hair was tied back in a bun, and her pale cheeks were flushed from having just mounted the stairs. In her hands she carried a small blue bottle, stoppered at the top, and an empty brown, earthen cup.

    “I thought you might enjoy a little wine before bed,” the woman said.

    Ichante smiled as the innkeeper handed her the items. “Thank you,” she replied.

    “Sometimes, it’s just the thing after a day in the saddle, to loosen the muscles and relax the heart.”

    “Indeed,” Ichante replied. “Thank you for your thoughtfulness.”

    “Of course,” she said.

    “And my companions?” Ichante asked.

    The woman shrugged her shoulders. “I offered.”

    “Ah,” Ichante replied. “Well, I most happily accept.”

    The innkeeper smiled, tucking her hands inside the pockets of her apron. She glanced briefly at the weapons that Ichante had placed against the wall. “Where are you three headed?” she asked.

    Ichante froze, ill prepared to answer such a direct question. At the look on her face, the innkeeper gave a knowing smile and held her hand up. “Forgive me,” she said. “I should not have inquired.”

    “Thank you,” Ichante replied. She glanced around the room, looking for something to draw the conversation in a new direction. Her eyes alighted on the vase full of flowers, and she nodded in their direction. “Those are quite pretty,” she remarked.

    The innkeeper’s smile broadened, and she rocked back on her heels, eyeing the vase. “That they are. My son’s wife is quite fond of walking in the morning, and she often returns with a basket full of flowers.”

    “I don’t believe I’ve met her,” Ichante said.

    “Aye, well, she spends the better part of the afternoon and evening in the kitchen.”

    “Well, please tell her that they are lovely and are most appreciated.”

    “That I will,” the woman replied. “Good night, then. I hope you rest well.”

    “Good night,” Ichante said.

    It was with great relief that Ichante closed the door behind her. She paused, thinking how suspicious she must have sounded to the innkeeper. Glancing down at her weapons, she realized that they needed to come up with a solid story, should anyone else take a frank interest in their endeavors. She wandered back towards the window, placing the bottle and cup down on the table. She glanced towards the vase, gently touching one of the flower petals, but not really seeing it. It was quite possible, she thought, that they could adhere to the vague outline of their quest, acknowledging that Naima was in truth a healer in search of a rare flower, that Fjörna was her apprentice, and that she, herself, had been hired on as their escort. The fact that she was a woman, and most hired guards were men, didn’t bother her.

    Satisfied by her narrative, Ichante let go of the flower petal, turning her attention instead to the blue bottle. She removed the cork, filling her cup near to the brim with the dark red wine. The quality was decent, and she relaxed back into the armchair, gazing out the window as she slowly sipped at her drink.

    The day had been a predominantly silent affair. Even when they had taken a break for lunch, her companions had kept mostly to themselves, Naima with her cat and Fjörna with the dog, Taavi. In fact, come to think of it, Fjörna had gone off by herself, as if following some inaudible voice, and hadn’t returned until it was nearly time to get back on the road. Ichante pursed her lips at the memory, wondering where she had gone to, and why. There was something mysterious about the girl, not nearly as unsettling as the cat, but in that same vein. It was as if she existed in the same world as she herself did, but slightly different; as if the things she saw and heard bespoke an intangibly separate reality.

    Ichante sighed, placing her empty cup down on the table. She began to undress, until she was standing in nothing but her drawers and an undertunic. A washbasin sat in the corner, and she splashed water on her face, scrubbing the dirt away. Then, with a final glance out the window, she crawled into bed and reached over to turn out the light.

     

    
     

    Ichante woke the following morning with sore muscles and a slight headache. Wincing, she turned onto her side, peering out the window. It was still dark, though wouldn’t be so for much longer. She moaned as she pushed herself up, her body aching all over. Glancing towards the blue bottle, she chided herself, thinking that perhaps it would have been better if she’d had water instead, or at the very least, not quite as much wine.

    She hobbled towards the window, her legs sore and stiff from a day in the saddle. A mist hung over the land, thick and damp, hiding the road. She grimaced, wishing it had been another clear morning. If the fog didn’t dissipate, they would likely cover very little distance over the course of the day.

    Fjörna and Naima were already in the common room eating their breakfast by the time she made her way downstairs. Fjörna glanced up, her eyes widening at the sour look on the princess’ face.

    “Rough night?” Naima asked.

    “Nothing a little food can’t help,” Ichante grumbled.

    A moment later, the innkeeper came bustling over, a steaming bowl of porridge in one hand and a plate of sausages in the other. Ichante gave her a grateful smile as she set the food down. She reached for the pitcher of water, pouring herself a full glass, before turning to her food.

    The sun was well in the sky by the time they stepped outside, but there was no seeing it as the mist still clung to the land with a resolute grip. They made their way to the stables and readied the horses for travel. Ichante’s black stallion had been stabled in the stall directly next to Kainoa, and she listened as the girl murmured to her horse. Peeping over the stall, she watched as Fjörna pulled what looked to be a piece of dried apple from her pocket and held it out for the mare to take. As Fjörna gazed at the horse, her face seemed to light up from the inside. Her expression was so open, and intimate, that Ichante felt as if she were intruding just by watching. Ichante quickly shifted out of sight, though her thoughts lingered on the subtle transformation of her face. There was something about the girl, something deep and delicate at the same time. She furrowed her brow, wondering at the mysterious allure that drew her towards Fjörna.

    They led the horses out onto the road, walking with the utmost care. The light was poor, obscured by the dense grey fog, and they didn’t want to risk tripping over any hidden rocks or roots. Hopping up into the saddle, Ichante glanced briefly at Fjörna, before turning away and leading them down the path. The mist felt cool and refreshing on her skin, rousing her from the remaining clutches of sleep, invigorating her mind. They continued down the road for about half a mile, before slipping away into the woods. Quickly, they were enveloped by the pervasive mist, and disappeared from sight.

    The fog seemed even thicker in the woods. It wove between the tree trunks, twining through the branches and covering the ground with a grey haze. Ichante hopped down from her saddle, taking the reins in hand and leading her mount forward. After a few minutes, she paused, glancing around in frustration. She caught Naima’s eye and nodded towards the all-encompassing mist.

    “Perhaps we should go back, or wait for it to clear,” she said. “I can’t see the sky, and now that we’ve left the road, I really don’t know which way we’re going.”

    Naima exchanged a glance with Fjörna. “She has a point,” she said.

    Fjörna looked around, narrowing her eyes. The fog was heavy and damp, but in the soft speckles of moisture that pressed against her face, she could feel a slight tingle, a subtle presence that tugged at her. She closed her eyes, letting her consciousness merge with the mist, allowing the dampness that saturated her skin to sink even deeper, making its way towards her heart, and compelling her towards the imperceptible path that they must take.

    Fjörna opened her eyes, meeting Naima’s calm, piercing gaze. “We should go this way,” she said as she nodded towards the right.

    “Are you quite sure?” Naima asked.

    “I am,” Fjörna replied.

    Ichante squinted in the direction Fjörna had indicated. “How can you know which way we should go?” she asked. “I feel blind as a bat out here.”

    “First of all, bats aren’t blind,” Naima replied. “And secondly, they have other ways of navigating besides their eyes.”

    Ichante looked back and forth from Naima to Fjörna, a sense of disquiet building in her chest. “Are you implying, that Fjörna has some other way of navigating besides her eyes?”

    Naima merely smiled and turned away, following Fjörna into the mist.

    Ichante swallowed, shivering from something besides the cold, and pulled her cloak more closely about her. Taavi had lingered behind and was gazing up at her. As she peered down at him, she felt the tension in her chest fade away. His eyes were so kind, and she wondered if he had stayed behind just to make sure she was all right.

    She reached down to scratch him behind the ears. “Thank you,” she whispered.

    With one final uneasy glance around her, she looked towards the vague figure of Naima, half obscured by the mist, and followed her into the deep woods.

     

    
     

    It was midafternoon by the time the mist cleared. The sun poured down, piercing through the upper canopy with unexpected vigor, throwing the landscape into a sudden complexity of texture and color. Through a clump of trees Ichante saw a flicker of movement, and narrowed her eyes, peering closely. It was a fawn, reddish brown in color and splattered with white spots. It wobbled out of sight, having stepped behind a particularly wide trunk. A moment later it reemerged, and she glanced towards the right, following its intended path. She smiled when she caught sight of the doe, also with a reddish-brown coat, but without the spots. The doe stilled, having sensed her presence, with her tail upraised so that Ichante could see the white underside. She turned towards Ichante and stared directly into her eyes. Ichante froze, holding her breath until the doe realized she wasn’t going to pursue her, and exhaling only once the doe had relaxed and turned away. She watched as the mother bent down, gently nudging the fawn, encouraging it to scamper further into the forest until the two disappeared from sight.

    Even though the mist had dissipated, and Ichante could now see which way they were going, she held back. Instead, she watched as Fjörna continued to lead them, navigating through some indescribable method that only she seemed able to understand. From time to time, the girl would pause, as if she were listening for something, and then smile that secret smile that Ichante was coming to learn, before nodding her head in a new direction. Though she peered through the trees, Fjörna seemed to see something else entirely, something Ichante couldn’t fathom.

    Fjörna paused when they arrived at a stream, glancing back at Naima and murmuring something Ichante couldn’t hear. Naima looked around, nodding at the girl. Then, without consulting the princess, the two dismounted, shaking their legs loose after hours in the saddle. Naima glanced back at Ichante, noting the confused look on her face.

    “This is a good place to stop, don’t you think?” Naima said, nodding towards the bank beside the stream.

    Ichante looked up at the sky, gauging the position of the sun, and sighed. Even though they hadn’t covered as much ground as she had hoped, it was nearing the end of the day, and it was time to set up camp. Besides which, she thought as she glanced at the stream, if she could catch a fish, they would have an unexpected feast for dinner. She looked across the water, observing how the ground gradually rose, leading towards a ridge.

    “We can fish here, but I’d rather sleep further from the water,” she said. “Let’s lead the horses across, and you can set up camp while I see if I can catch something for us to eat.”

    Naima nodded, and heaved herself back into the saddle.

    Fjörna, however, was still standing on the bank, her head tilted curiously to one side as she looked up at Ichante. “Why don’t you want to stay here?” she asked.

    Ichante nodded towards the stream. “I’m sure a lot of animals visit the water, and I’d rather not be startled by any uninvited guests.”

    They let the horses have their fill of water before nudging them across the stream and ascending the ridge. They traveled about a quarter mile further, until they found a small glade with plenty of grass for the horses to graze on.

    Ichante smiled, looking around. She hopped out of the saddle, patting her mount on the side. “This will do,” she said.

    Though they had a clear view of the sky, the sun had fallen behind the trees, leaving the glade in shadow. It would soon be nightfall. Ichante removed her saddlebags, adding them to the pile that Fjörna had already started beneath a tree. Once they’d tended to the horses, she began to gather firewood. The stack grew rather quickly, as Fjörna had taken it upon herself to join her.

    Ichante strode across the glade, to where Naima was tending to the horses. “Do you think you could make a fire?” she asked.

    “Of course,” Naima replied.

    “Thank you. I’m going to see about catching us some fish.”

    She crossed to the tree where they’d piled their saddlebags, and bent down, rifling through the contents of her bag. Pulling out a ball of twine, she tossed it up into the air before nimbly catching it in her hand.

    “I’ll be back soon,” she said.

    She jogged off the way they had come. Once she’d reached the ridge, she looked down towards the stream, scanning to see if there was a good place to perch from. Not seeing any, she scrambled down the hillside, taking off her boots and rolling up her pants once she’d reached the water’s edge. Behind her, Fjörna peeked down from atop the ridge, having followed her.

    Ichante suppressed a shiver as the icy-cold water enveloped her legs, and slogged over towards a jumble of rocks with a narrow opening passing through them, forming a sort of pool. Here she leaned over, her eyes focused and narrowed as she waited. A few minutes passed, with her keeping absolutely still as she hunched over the water. Then, without any warning, she darted her hands into the stream, gripping the slippery body of a large fish and tossing it to shore. She scuttled out of the water, quickly reaching for her dagger and holding the fish down as she pierced it through the head. She grimaced, turning away while maintaining her grip as it arched its back before going completely limp.

    Ichante hated killing things, but she had been going hunting since she was twelve years old. It was part of life, she knew that, but it didn’t make her heart throb any less. She pursed her lips and looked towards the ridgeline. Fjörna was peering down at her from behind a tree, a look of mingled fascination and horror on her face. Ichante nodded once at the girl, and then looked away. With silent thanks, she gently placed the fish down on a nearby rock, in plain eyesight, and waded back into the water. Once again, she leaned over, her eyes focused and narrowed as she waited. It wasn’t long until she saw another fish, and her hands dashed out, gripping it around the gills and tossing it to shore. She sloshed out of the stream, quickly kneeling down over the fish to kill it as deftly as she had the first.

    She glanced up, wiping her brow with the back of her hand as she looked for Fjörna atop the ridgeline. But the girl had made her way down, and was standing just a few feet away, quietly watching. Ichante bent back down to gather the fish in her hands, and carried them to the edge of the stream. She held the body the way Emery had taught her, and sliced up lengthways, removing the innards and gills, and tossing them into the stream, knowing that soon enough some other fish would likely eat them. Then, she squatted down by the water’s edge, rinsing out the inside and washing away the remaining blood.

    As she held the body of the first fish under the water, she felt her heart contract. She glanced down at the dead fish in her hands, feeling the weight of its life now gone, and sighed. Looking up, she found Fjörna’s gaze still fixed on her, her dark eyes ever watchful, and she wondered if the girl had ever seen a creature killed before. Then she remembered that she lived on a farm, and had likely been witness to the slaughtering of many animals. Even so, Ichante knew it was never an easy thing to watch.

    Once both fish were cleaned, she moved away from the stream, and knelt down over a smooth, flat rock. With a practiced efficiency, she used her dagger to remove the backbone, ribs, head, and tail of first one fish, and then the other. She glanced up, noting that Fjörna still watched her.

    “Do you want to help?” she asked.

    Fjörna hesitantly nodded, and edged closer.

    “Find a flat-leafed tree, one that loses leaves each autumn. Bring me six thin branches, and two longer, thicker branches.”

    “Why not from one of the evergreen trees?”

    “Because they’re more resinous. It’ll make the fish taste bad.”

    Nodding, Fjörna meandered up the stream, keeping her eyes peeled for any branches like the ones Ichante had described. Ichante turned back to the fish, removing the fins, wincing as one slipped out of her hand and poked her. Soon, Fjörna had returned with the branches in hand. She held them out to Ichante, nervously awaiting her judgment.

    “These are perfect,” Ichante said.

    She placed the fish down on the rock and proceeded to strip the thinner branches free of bark. She glanced up, only slightly surprised to find Fjörna still watching her. Wordlessly, she held the first fillet out for the girl to hold.

    Fjörna grimaced as she cupped the flesh in her hands. She forced herself to watch as Ichante pierced the body with the slender branches. Halfway through the process, Fjörna felt a wave of nausea start to rise up into her throat, and she closed her eyes, breathing hard as she tried to suppress it back down into her belly. Ichante noticed, but didn’t comment. Instead, she continued to work. Once the fish was properly skewered, she reached for one of the thicker branches, anchoring one end into the ground and setting her knife against the other end. Fjörna, who was still holding the fillet in her now wet and sticky hands, opened her eyes so that they were mere slits. Ichante was bent over one of the larger branches, twisting her dagger down the length of it.

    Fjörna watched her without seeing; she was more conscious of the dead fish in her hands than of anything else. She felt her stomach curl with a sudden spasm of revulsion and turned away, seeking something to calm the queasiness of her spirit; without really thinking, she looked up at the sky. The day was quickly drawing closer to nightfall, and soon they wouldn’t have much light to see by. Watching the sky change colors had a soothing effect on her belly, and she kept her eyes fixed upward, allowing her consciousness to relax its awareness on the cold flesh in her hands, and the sound of Ichante breathing hard as she fussed with the branch. She didn’t know how many minutes had passed before Ichante called her name.

    “Fjörna,” Ichante said.

    Fjörna gave a small start and tore her gaze away from the sky. “Aye?” she said.

    “It’s ready,” Ichante said. She had split the branch halfway down its length, and was holding it open for Fjörna to slip the fish into.

    Fjörna stepped up close, swallowing hard as she jammed the fillet in between the fissure. Quickly, Ichante used a long piece of twine to bind the fish to the branch.

    “You can let go now,” Ichante said.

    Fjörna felt a shiver course through her as Ichante pulled the branch with the bound fish away, and she watched as she set it down on a rock.

    Ichante looked up, eyeing her nervously. “Can you do that one more time?”

    Fjörna felt the urge to wrap her arms around herself, but her hands were still wet and sticky. She flexed her fingers as she eyed the other fillet, and gave a wordless nod.

    The second time around was much faster, and Fjörna felt grateful when Ichante had finished binding the second fish to the branch. As Ichante set it down on the rock, Fjörna turned away to stare off into the gathering dusk. She didn’t feel nauseous anymore, but she did feel a vague ache in her chest, and she lifted her hands up in front of her face, silently contemplating her slimy palms. She had seen dead animals before, but this was the first time she had watched as the actual spark of life left a creature’s body, and on top of that, she had held that lifeless body in her hands.

    “Are you all right?” Ichante asked. Her voice was low and husky, marked with a distinct gentleness that Fjörna hadn’t heard from her before.

    Fjörna turned around, lowering her hands as she met her concerned gaze. There was something grounding about Ichante’s eyes, something that helped dispel the ache in her chest. “I’ve never seen anyone kill an animal like that before,” she said.

    “But you must have seen things like that on your farm?”

    Fjörna shook her head sadly. “You’d think, but I haven’t,” she said. “I never thought about it before, but I think my father keeps things like that from me. I’m glad you let me help. I saw you feel it too; I saw the pain in your eyes.”

    Ichante swallowed hard and looked away.

    “It isn’t bad,” Fjörna said. “If anything, it means you care.”

    Ichante darted a glance at her, but didn’t say anything. Fjörna was gazing at her with that delicate awareness, with those eyes that implied that she could see her in ways that Ichante couldn’t even see herself. It made her uneasy, to keep stumbling upon these vulnerabilities she didn’t know she had. But it also felt invigorating to have pieces of herself exposed, as if unearthing essential parts of her being. She cleared her throat and looked away. She wasn’t upset, not exactly. But she did feel a little unsteady, and more than a little uncomfortable. “Let’s get cleaned up,” she said.

    Fjörna nodded and followed after her as Ichante turned towards the stream. They bent down by the water, roughly scouring at their skin until even the smell had been washed away. The sky had darkened into a bluish purple, and the landscape had grown muffled with shadows. Ichante led the way through the woods, exchanging sporadic glances with Fjörna as they made their way back to the campsite. Naima was seated serenely beside the fire, gazing into the crackling blaze. As they approached, Ichante met her eyes briefly and smiled, nodding a silent thanks to the older woman.

    Then, she pushed the shaft of first one branch, and then the other, into the ground, twisting each until they were firmly rooted, and guiding them so that the bound fish leaned over the burning blaze. Satisfied, she settled down across from Naima, watching her through the smoke and flames. She gave a start when Fjörna sat down beside her, puzzled that the girl had chosen to sit near her instead of over by her mentor. She peeked over at her, eyeing the firm set of her jaw, and her intense dark eyes as she stared at the cooking fish.

    “You’re feeling better,” she remarked.

    Fjörna smiled. “Yes. Much better.”

    Ichante didn’t ask her anything further. She was too nervous about what the young apprentice might say. From across the fire, she met the sharp, clear gaze of Naima, who had been observing their exchange. Feeling the older woman’s eyes on her was more than she could stand, and Ichante looked away, instead gazing up at the darkening sky.

    After a time, she leaned forward to turn the branches, rotating them so that the fish didn’t burn. Taavi ambled over, collapsing on the ground next to Fjörna and resting his head atop her lap. He closed his eyes, exhaling heavily as his body surrendered to fatigue. Fjörna stroked along the length of his back, her hand sinking into his thick, dark fur. She gazed down at him for many minutes, a soft smile playing on her lips. Then, quite suddenly, she looked up, her face awash with alarm.

    She turned towards Ichante. “Will there be enough for Taavi and Cindri?” she asked.

    Ichante leaned over to bump her shoulder. “Why do you think I caught two?”

    Fjörna flashed her a wide smile, and Ichante felt a small ripple of fire course through her, enlivening the hairs on her skin.

    “Thank you,” Fjörna said.

    The fish finished cooking before night had completely fallen. Ichante retrieved a hearty loaf of bread from one of her rucksacks, compliments of the palace kitchen, and they began to eat just as the first star appeared. By the time they’d finished their meal, it had been joined by countless more.

    Ichante glanced around the clearing, peering into the dark woods that surrounded them. “We should sleep in shifts,” she said.

    “Why?” Fjörna asked.

    “There could be bears, or wolves.”

    Naima met Fjörna’s eyes, wordlessly asking a question. Fjörna glanced at Ichante, before looking back towards Naima and shrugging. Naima gave a slight nod, and turned to face the princess. “I’ll take the first watch,” she said.

    “And I’ll take the second,” Ichante replied. She clambered to her feet, wiping dirt and twigs from the back of her pants. “I’ll make a few snares to set out overnight. If we’re lucky, maybe we’ll catch something for breakfast.”

    “What about Cindri?” Fjörna asked. She glanced worriedly at the tawny cat. “He likes to go exploring at night. He might set off one of the snares.”

    Ichante looked over towards Naima, and watched as the older woman peered down at the cat, who was curled up in her lap. Naima murmured something that she couldn’t hear, and then waited, as if for a response, before nodding and looking up. Even from across the fire, Ichante felt a chill course through her at the sight of them communicating, and waited with bated breath for Naima to speak.

    “Cindri will be careful. He won’t go near any of the snares.”

    “How will he know where they are?” Ichante blurted out. Her eyes widened with wonder, and more than a hint of fear.

    “He will accompany you as you set them, so that he knows precisely where you place them.”

    Ichante gazed at the cat, wishing she could think of some reason that he shouldn’t accompany her. This would be her first time alone with him, and she was not looking forward to it.

    “All right,” she finally said. “Let’s go.” She rubbed her sweaty palms against her pants and held her breath, secretly hoping that the cat wouldn’t respond to her command.

    Cindri arose, shifting his weight back into a deep stretch, before jumping out of Naima’s lap. He sauntered around the fire, his green eyes glowing when they caught the flickering light of the blaze, and settled down at Ichante’s feet. She swallowed, shifting uneasily from one foot to the other, hesitant to leave the circle of firelight with him in tow.

    “Is there something wrong?” Naima asked. Her voice cut through the air, making Ichante jump.

    “No,” the princess replied.

    Naima gave a half smile as she watched Ichante take a timid step back, knowing from years of experience the way people felt uneasy around things unfamiliar to them. “Cindri is special, but he won’t hurt you,” she said.

    Ichante continued to eye him apprehensively, not even slightly reassured by Naima’s assertion.

    “Maybe Fjörna should go with you,” Naima said.

    She nodded to the girl, and Fjörna immediately stood up, waiting just outside the circle of light for Ichante to join her.

    “You don’t have to come,” Ichante said. She felt her cheeks grow warm with embarrassment, and was thankful the lighting was so dim.

    “I’d like to,” Fjörna replied. She moved into the circle of light, and knelt down so that Cindri could leap up onto her shoulder.

    Ichante nodded curtly, turning away before they could see any more of her fear. She gathered a few items from her rucksack, tools she’d prepared specifically for setting snares, and trudged off into the woods. Fjörna followed silently behind her, glancing once at Naima before disappearing into the night.

    Ichante bent down to set the first snare, peeping behind her to see if Cindri was in fact watching. He was, and she quickly turned away, her fingers fumbling with the line. Fjörna came closer, resting a hand on her shoulder.

    “He’s not to be feared,” she said.

    Ichante stood and turned to face her. Her body quivered, and it was all she could do to keep her voice from rising. She nodded towards the tawny creature. “That is no ordinary cat,” she declared.

    Fjörna smiled as she reached up to stroke his long, silky fur. “I’m sure that he would take that as a compliment.”

    “Why do you make light of this?” Ichante asked. Her tone was harsher than she intended, but she couldn’t help it. Fear mounted in her chest, and she knew from experience that it could incite her to anger.

    Fjörna reached out to grip Ichante’s arm, her fingers lightly pressing into the woolen cloth of her tunic. “Do you fear me?” she asked.

    Ichante shook her head in alarm, startled by the question. “Of course not,” she replied. “Why would I fear you?”

    “Because I’m like him.”

    “What do you mean? What is he?”

    Fjörna smiled, releasing her arm. “He’s Cindri.”

    Ichante stomped her foot on the ground, scowling. “That doesn’t mean anything!” she whispered.

    Her eyes blazed with anger, but oddly enough, Fjörna wasn’t afraid.

    “Think about it,” Fjörna said. “Do you love, or fear people based upon what they can do? Or based upon who they are?”

    Ichante stared at her, considering her question.

    “Why is it any different with him?”

    “Because I don’t know him! I can’t talk to him and see the inner workings of his mind, or his heart.”

    “Has he harmed you, or anyone you care for, in any way?” Fjörna asked.

    Ichante thought back to her father, and how the cat had actually seemed to make him feel better. Huffing, she looked down, rubbing the toe of her boot in the dirt. “No,” she grumbled. “He’s only helped.”

    Fjörna reached out to touch her hand. “Ichante, you’re not going to be able to understand everything you see, especially if you spend time with someone like me.”

    Ichante felt her breath still at the touch of her skin, and looked up, meeting her eyes.

    “All I ask of you,” Fjörna continued, her voice a low whisper, “is that you listen to your heart before you make any judgments.”

    Ichante held her gaze for a moment, feeling her fear slowly ebb away. She nodded, glancing up at the intelligent green eyes of the cat. “I’ll do my best,” she said.

    Fjörna nodded, releasing her hand. “Now, why don’t you show me how to set a snare?”

    

  
    Chapter Twenty-Five

     

    
     

    Creature of the Woods

     

    Fjörna lay in her bedroll, gazing up at the stars. The moon would be rising into sight soon, and she knew it would be full. She wondered if the moon had anything in store for her this night. Taavi lay beside her, already in a deep, dreamless slumber. She listened to his breathing, letting the soft rhythm soothe her.

    From a few feet away, she heard Ichante shift in her bedroll, and looked over. The princess, like Taavi, had fallen asleep within moments of lying down. Fjörna watched as she slept, her eyes sweeping over the contours of her face, just visible in the dim glow of the fire. She pushed herself up into a seated position, and waited to make sure her movements hadn’t disturbed the princess. When Ichante didn’t budge, she rolled onto her hands and knees, and quietly stood.

    She had stripped out of her bodice and coat, but still wore her pants and grey tunic; in the dim light it appeared ghostly, like a pale shroud shifting around in the dark. She reached for her burgundy cloak, wrapping it around her shoulders, and slipped her feet into her boots, not bothering to lace them. She then tiptoed around the sleeping form of the princess and joined Naima on the other side of the fire.

    Her mentor rested with her back against a tree, her eyes wide and watchful, the whites gleaming in the firelight. “Can’t sleep?” she asked.

    Fjörna shook her head and sat down beside her. She glanced up at the sky, looking in the direction the moon would soon be rising. “It’s moontime,” she replied.

    Naima followed her gaze. “I can feel it too,” she said.

    “Why do you think the princess sleeps so well?”

    Naima looked towards Ichante, and shrugged her shoulders. “People have varying sensitivities. It’s as I told you about listening to the wind: the ability to see and hear is something that takes nurturing, even if it is a skill one is born with. If a person doesn’t make the effort to feel, time and again, then they won’t be sensitive to the subtleties of life.”

    “She seems to want to learn,” Fjörna said.

    Naima sighed, closing her eyes as she rested the back of her head against the trunk. “It’s true, a part of her may want to learn, but she struggles with herself. She has different needs, different wants, and all pulling her in vastly different directions. It’s hard for the body to know which way to go when it’s getting mixed messages.”

    “Can we help her?”

    “It’s not about if we can help her or not. It’s about what she truly wants. And until she gets clear about that, there’s only so much we can do.”

    “She was really scared of Cindri,” Fjörna remarked. She glanced around, looking for the tawny cat.

    Naima opened her eyes and grinned. “Aye, well, it’s a rare person who isn’t. As I recall, you yourself were a bit nervous when you met him.”

    Fjörna smiled, amused by the memory. “Perhaps,” she said. “I’ve learned a lot since then.”

    “You have,” Naima replied. “How was it in the woods?”

    “I don’t know,” Fjörna said. She picked up a short branch, fiddling with it between her hands. “There’s something between us that I don’t understand.”

    “What does it feel like?” Naima asked.

    “It feels like something unfolding inside of me.”

    “Is it affection?”

    “No, it’s more than that.” Fjörna paused, unsure how to describe it. She thought back to the way she felt when the princess held her gaze. “There’s something about her that reaches inside of me, past my heart, and delves into the sleeping places deep within me. It feels like a lock unfastening, and I don’t know what’s going to emerge.”

    Naima waited for her to continue, watching as Fjörna struggled with herself.

    Fjörna fidgeted uncomfortably with the branch, tugging at the bark and slowly exposing the smooth, pale wood underneath. An owl hooted from across the clearing, and she glanced up, peering into the dark. Finally, she turned back to Naima. “I think she must feel it too. I think whatever this thing is between us, it’s affecting both of us.”

    Naima inhaled slowly and turned to gaze into the fire. From months of experience, Fjörna knew that she was deeply considering something. After many long minutes, Naima turned back to face her.

    “What do you think this thing is between us?” Fjörna asked.

    “I don’t know yet. But it is binding you to one another as surely as two stars in the sky. Only time will tell what that constellation will be.”

    Fjörna glanced up, her eyes fixing on the softly luminous moon. It had just risen into view, casting the glade in a gentle glow.

    Naima followed her gaze, likewise breathing in the wisdom of the soothing light. “Have I ever told you the story of the moon when she first came to this world?” she asked.

    Fjörna shook her head. “No, you’ve never told me.”

    Naima inhaled deeply as she gathered her thoughts. And then she began.

     

    
     

    Long ago, the world was covered in nothing but water. The sea stretched as far as the eye could see, and further. There was nothing else in the world; there weren’t any islands, or forests, or mountains; there weren’t any animals, or people, or creatures of the deep; there weren’t even any dragons.

    The sun rose and set, each day the same as the last, each night no different. The goddess of the sea was alone in all the world. She roamed the waters for what seemed an eternity, endlessly searching, but for what, she couldn’t remember. Her heart, though it beat, remained in a sort of slumber. She knew no love. She knew no hope. She didn’t even really know herself. All she knew was the endless sea.

    And then one night something changed. She was roaming near the surface of the sea when something caught her eye. There was a light in the sky, not so bright as the sun, nor as remote as the stars. It was the moon goddess, who up until that moment had never trekked across the sky. The moon tugged at her, pulling her heart awake, and for the first time in all her memory, she knew herself.

    She peered up at the moon goddess, and the moon smiled down. She had a face of the most luminous light, but unlike with the sun, the sea goddess didn’t have to turn away from the sheer brightness of it. The light of the moon was softer, sweeter to behold. It brought light to her darkness; hope to the endless void that had been her life. She felt a churning from within her, the beginnings of creation, because in truth, all creation stems from that first heartbeat; the moment when we feel love awaken us to ourselves.

    She called up to the moon, “Who are you? And how is it that you are here?”

    And the moon called down, “I am the moon goddess. And I am here because I choose it.”

    The goddess of the sea felt more questions burn within her. “Where is it that you come from?” she asked.

    The moon smiled once more, and the goddess of the sea gasped at the sight, sending a surge of water rolling out across the great expanse, a curved wave that eventually crashed back down into the sea. She watched it in surprise, for up until that moment the water had been calm, and smooth as glass, without even a ripple to disturb it.

    “I come from another world,” the moon replied. “I’ve come because I heard tell of a world still in the beginning stages of life. A world untouched, and I wanted to see it. I wanted to know it, and perhaps love it into existence.”

    The goddess of the sea would have blushed if she could have. “You mean, you came to see me,” she said.

    “Yes, and everything that comes after,” the moon replied.

    “What do you mean?” the sea goddess asked.

    The moon smiled again, her secret knowing smile. “You shall see when next you sleep.”

    The sight of the moon’s smile went straight to the sea’s heart. She felt another wave unfurl across the surface of the water, this one softer, and less dramatic. “How did you come from another world to this one?” she asked. “Is there a path to take?”

    “There are many,” replied the moon. “But they are hidden from sight.”

    “Then how did you find one?” the sea asked.

    “They are not hidden from me,” the moon replied, “for it is I who created them.”

    “I have so many questions!” the sea goddess exclaimed.

    “And we have time for them all,” the moon replied. “But now, it is time for you to sleep.”

    “But—”

    “Shhhh…” the moon said, hushing her. “There will be time for all that.”

    The goddess of the sea was surprised to find that she had grown tired. She could not remember ever having felt tired before. But then again, she couldn’t remember ever having felt anything before. She closed her eyes, and allowed herself to rest in the softly rocking water. The last thing she thought before drifting into sleep, was that the water had always been motionless before.

    When she awoke, it was broad day and the moon was gone. She searched the skies for hours, but couldn’t find her anywhere. Her heart felt sore from missing her, but she trusted the moon would find her again. It was then that she noticed a movement far off in the distance. It was a great twisting movement that set the water rocking. What could it be, she wondered? There had never before been anything in the water, save for herself.

    “What are you?” she asked once she’d drawn near enough.

    An eye opened, fixing her with a stare. And then another. They were a startling shade of green rimmed with gold, while the pupils were black slits that stretched vertically from sea to sky. The creature peered at her, the look on his face a reflection of her own bewildered gaze. “I don’t know,” he replied.

    The sea goddess reached a hand out to touch his long, scaly snout. The creature shifted under her hand, confused by the sensation, but didn’t pull away.

    “Where did you come from?” she asked.

    “I don’t know that either,” the creature replied. “I just appeared.” He shifted again, raising up a large wing, and stared at it in perplexity.

    “Can you fly?” she asked.

    The creature raised its other wing, as if testing it out. “I think so,” he answered.

    She lifted her hand from off his snout. “Show me,” she said.

    The creature looked up at the sky and narrowed his eyes appraisingly. Then, with a final nervous glance at the sea goddess, he hurled up out of the water. She watched in wonder as he swooped through the sky, his wings cutting through the air with such ease. He flew in front of the sun, his body outlined against the brilliant rays of light. As the sea goddess watched, she felt her heart glow with pride, though she didn’t know why. The creature continued to soar, twisting through the air with such fierce joy. He rose higher and higher, until finally, at the peak of his climb, he let out a great burst of fire. The sea goddess gasped with wonder, for she had never seen fire before. She raised her hand as if to touch it, but the creature had flown higher than even her hand could reach.

    Eventually, the creature dipped back down towards the water, his eyes alight with rapture. “Did you see that?” he cried.

    “I did! It came from your joy, from the fire in your heart.”

    “What am I?” he asked. The creature gazed at her expectantly, as if he sensed somehow that she knew the answer.

    It was only then that she recalled what had happened in her sleep. In the night, after the moon had coaxed her into a deep slumber, she had dreamed. She had never dreamed before, as her heart had been asleep. But that night, for the first time, she had entered the vast and mystical realm of dreams. And in her dream, her heart had felt so full of joy, so full of possibility. It had filled her with a burning longing, a desire that spread into every inch of her body. Now, as she recalled the dream, she saw the fire the creature had unleashed in a new light. She realized what had happened, and raised her hand to her mouth in silent wonder.

    “What is it?” the creature asked.

    She dropped her hand, and gazed at the creature in awe. “Y—you come from my dream,” she stammered. “I dreamed you into existence.”

    “Then you are my mother,” he declared.

    “There are two of us,” the sea goddess replied. “There is another who inspired my heart into wakefulness, and she is as much your mother as I.”

    “Who is it?” the creature asked.

    “The moon goddess,” the sea replied.

    That night, long after all the stars had come out, the sea goddess waited. She watched the sky, for she didn’t know from what direction the moon would emerge. Finally, a piece of light arose from over the horizon. She felt her heart race in anticipation, and swam towards it. She had so many questions, but as the moon appeared in all her glory, she felt each question dry up in her mouth. The moon was even more beautiful than she remembered, and she couldn’t help but stare.

    “My dear friend,” the moon called down to her. “You look resplendent tonight.”

    The goddess of the sea would have blushed if she could have. Instead, she chanced a smile, a small delicate thing. Small though it was, the moon knew the implications of such a gift, and she beamed down at the sea.

    “I dreamt in the night,” the sea finally said.

    “And what did you dream of?”

    “I don’t recall very much. Only that my heart felt full of fire.”

    “And in the morning?” the moon prompted.

    “There was a creature who could fly. He seemed as confused as I.”

    “And was his heart also full of fire?” the moon asked.

    The sea goddess nodded. “He could breathe fire. I’ve never seen such a sight.”

    “And what name did you give him?” the moon asked.

    “His name is Yiska.”

    “A fine name for the first dragon,” the moon remarked.

    The sea gaped up at her at her in surprise. “You know what type of creature he is?” she asked.

    The moon nodded. “I can see into your heart, and that is the place where he comes from.”

    The sea goddess continued to stare, her eyes brimming with a thousand questions.

    The moon laughed, and the sound poured out of her like rich, warm honey. “Oh, my dear,” she said. “Please, ask me your question.”

    “How is it that my dream became real?” the sea asked.

    The moon smiled, and nodded down at her. “You have a power within you. The power of creation.”

    “Do you have this same power?” the sea goddess asked.

    The moon shook her head. “No,” she replied. “I have the power of inspiration.”

    “How did we get these powers?” the sea goddess asked.

    “We were born with them. They are as much a part of us as your hair, or my eyes, or your beautiful smile.”

    This time, the sea did blush, and it came in the form of coral. She looked around, overwhelmed by the sudden proliferation of life and color that surrounded her. “I don’t understand,” she said.

    “You are the goddess of the sea,” the moon replied. “The sea will listen to you, always.”

    The sea goddess fixed her with a stare. “Why are you really here?” she asked.

    “Because you needed me. I felt the pain in your heart, though you couldn’t yet feel it. The numbness of a lifetime living as if asleep. I felt it across the barriers of worlds, and it saddened me.”

    “But why me? If you are as sensitive as that, you must be able to feel every being in all the worlds, and I doubt I’m the only one that was in pain.”

    “True,” the moon replied. “But there was something in your heart, even in its slumber, that I recognized and loved. I had to come to you. My heart compelled me to.”

    At her words, the sea goddess felt another surge of emotion. It was rooted in the dark, deep depths, and pushed up from the ocean floor. She glanced down, surprised by the sudden heat that filled her, and saw an outpouring of lava far beneath the surface of the water.

    “What’s going on?” she asked anxiously. “I feel something inside of me changing.”

    “You are becoming more yourself, with each beat of your heart. As you grow and change, so will the world.”

    The sea goddess looked up. “And you’ll stay with me?” she asked.

    “I will. Even when I’m gone, I will still be with you in your heart.”

    “What do you mean, when you’re gone?” the sea asked.

    “As I told you, I can cross between worlds, and even into the land of dreams. I am the goddess of imagination. I am the goddess of the inner heart in all things. My home is in the spirit realm, even if my place is in the sky. And the spirit realm does not know the barriers of separation.”

    “Can you teach me?” the sea goddess asked.

    “In time I believe I can, because water also knows no boundary. It can change form, and still be itself. It can go where other things cannot. The spark of life was born in you for a reason.”

    “What reason is that?”

    The moon smiled, her knowing secret smile, and again the sea felt heat rise from within her. It sent a ripple across the surface of the water, making the reflection of a million stars dance. The sea waited, sensing that all her questions would be answered by the moon’s response. But the moon remained silent, as if gauging what precisely to tell her.

    “What reason is that?” she asked again.

    The moon bent down, so that her shimmering face came within mere inches of the sea. She reached out a glowing hand, and cupped the side of her cheek. “Because you are the goddess of the sea,” she said.

     

    
     

    Naima had been gazing into the fire, but as she finished the story, she turned to face Fjörna. By this point, the branch that Fjörna had been anxiously fidgeting with lay forgotten on the forest floor. Her eyes were wide, her face slightly tilted so that she could peer up at the moon. Naima smiled at the look on her face, and sat back against the tree, resting her head against the trunk.

    “Is that story true?” Fjörna asked.

    Naima’s smile stretched into a grin. “You know better than to ask me such questions,” she replied.

    Fjörna smiled sheepishly and pushed herself up onto her feet. “Thank you for sharing with me,” she said. “I have a lot to think about.”

    “Are you going to try and get some sleep?” Naima asked.

    “Aye. My watch will come soon enough.”

    Naima peered up at her, cocking her head to one side. “There is no need for this watch, is there?” she asked.

    Fjörna shook her head. “No. There’s a wolf pack nearby. I can feel them.”

    Alarmed, Naima quickly looked away, her eyes narrowed as they raked the pitch-dark woods.

    “Nay, it’s not what you think!” Fjörna whispered. “I didn’t mean to startle you. There is a wolf pack, but from what I can feel, they mean us no harm. I think Ylva sent them, to guard us on our journey.”

    “Ylva,” Naima murmured. A trace of a smile formed on her lips, and she rested back against the trunk. “She would do that.”

    “How is it that the wolves obey her bidding?” Fjörna asked.

    “Ylva listens to the moon, mother of us all. And so the wolves listen to Ylva. She must have learned of our coming and sent them.”

    “But how?”

    Naima’s smile broadened, her eyes twinkling with hidden secrets. “Oh, she has her ways,” she replied. “How long have you been able to feel the animals?”

    “It’s only started recently, in the last couple days. Just since we left the palace.”

    “Well, hopefully the princess will learn to trust us soon, and we can tell her about our unusual protectors. I would dearly love to get a full night’s sleep.”

    “Me too,” Fjörna replied. “But we might not get one for a few days’ time anyways. Not until moontime is over.” She glanced up, fixing the moon with a contemplative stare.

    “You have a fair point, little one. Perhaps I’ll use this time to listen, and see what guidance the moon can offer.”

    “You can hear the moon?” Fjörna asked.

    “Nay,” Naima replied. “Besides the spirit bears, it’s a rare person who can hear the moon.”

    “Then how do you hear her guidance?”

    “I close my eyes, and open my heart, and listen to what stirs within me.”

    At her words, Fjörna felt her heart swell with gratitude, knowing that she wasn’t alone in the world, and that someone else had a vague understanding of what she felt. She knelt down, embracing the older woman in her arms.

    Naima smiled with surprise and reached up to pat her on the back. “What’s this?” she asked.

    “I don’t know. I just feel grateful.”

    “Me too, little one,” Naima replied. She reached up to stroke her cheek affectionately. “Now, off to bed you go. Hopefully, you will get some sleep.”

    Fjörna nodded and reached out to grip her hand, giving it a brief squeeze before standing. She tiptoed around the fire, and as she passed by the princess, she paused and squatted down so that she could better see her face. Ichante looked luminous in the moonlight, her skin softly shimmering. Even in sleep, there was a kindness in her countenance, a forthrightness of spirit that belied the secrets she kept. And Fjörna knew she had secrets, just as she herself did. Perhaps by this journey’s end, their secrets would come to light.

    She stood, shrugging out of her cloak as she neared her bedroll. Bending down, she pushed back the covers and, slipping out of her boots, crawled inside. The moon was high in the sky, shining down directly into the clearing, filling her heart with unknown purpose. She closed her eyes, attuning her breath to the small vibrations flowing through her, and allowed herself to slowly sink into sleep.

     

    
     

    Fjörna awoke confused, having forgotten where she was. The ground was hard beneath her, and she felt cold, colder than she could ever remember feeling at home. Someone was gently shaking her shoulder, whispering her name. She blinked her eyes open, trying to see through the vague cloud that lingered from sleep. Slowly, the face of the princess emerged, peering down at her from a mere half foot away.

    “Fjörna,” she whispered. “Time to wake up. It’s time for your shift.”

    Fjörna grumbled, closing her eyes. But Ichante gave her another shake, the grip on her shoulder gentle, yet persistent. Fjörna opened her eyes again, wishing it were a dream, or better yet wishing that the princess was ready to know her secret so that she wouldn’t insist on night watches. She yawned, pushing herself up into a seated position and glanced down at Taavi, who still slept on the ground beside her. She noted with amusement that he hadn’t even changed position in the hours since she’d last observed him. She looked around, getting her bearings, her gaze naturally falling on the remains of the fire. It was nothing but smoldering embers, with the occasional sizzle.

    “It’s been quiet,” Ichante whispered. “I scrubbed some potatoes. Perhaps you could bury them in the embers about an hour before sunrise?”

    Fjörna nodded, covering her mouth as she yawned.

    “You’ll be all right?” Ichante asked. She gripped her shoulder, nervous that she might fall back asleep.

    “I will,” Fjörna mumbled. She rubbed at her eyes with her fingertips. “I’ll take a walk around the clearing before settling down.”

    Ichante nodded and stood up. Fjörna watched as she slipped into her bedroll, wishing she could follow her example. Instead, she sighed and clambered to her feet. Seeing as she wouldn’t be going back to bed this night, she pulled on the rest of her clothes, stifling a yawn as she laced up her bodice. The moon had long ago disappeared behind the treetops, having made its slow journey across the sky while she slept. She tugged her boots on, slowly tying them with sluggish fingers, and gave one final yawn before plunging off into the night.

    She strode towards the edge of the clearing, forcing her eyes to open wide. Glancing back, she looked for the vague outline of the horses and the sleeping figures of Naima and Ichante, but all she could see was the reddish hint of cinders, pulsing with faint light. She made a circuit of the glade, rubbing her hands vigorously together, trying to warm them, and swinging her arms back and forth to enliven her body. The air was crisp and cool, with a hint of dampness, and it soon roused her into full alertness.

    Once she’d returned to the camp, she added a few pieces of wood to the fire, watching as they promptly lit atop the burning embers. She settled down against the tree that Naima had sat at earlier, resting her head against its thick trunk. She watched the fire, breathing in the sight of dancing light, shoots of orange flame leaping towards the sky. She sat for a long time, allowing the stillness of the night to seep into her, and fill her with its calm knowledge.

    Then it happened. She felt something inside her heart stir, and sat up, looking around with wide, keen eyes. Something was there, on the edge of the clearing, something that called to her. She shifted into a crouch and peered into the darkness, trying to see what it was that hid just out of sight. From across the glade she sensed a movement, and thought for the briefest of moments that she had seen a flash of eyes. She stood, taking a half step forward as she squinted in the direction of the trees.

    The feeling in her heart intensified, and she inhaled deeply to embrace it. She glanced around, wondering if she should stay and watch over the glade, or if she should follow the unknown presence into the woods. Her heart pounded with anticipation, and she gazed again across the clearing, knowing that she would follow it, even if she shouldn’t.

    She checked the fire, making sure it was safe to leave. At this point it had again burnt down into a pile of smoldering embers, without even a single flame. With one last glance around the camp, she pushed off from her perch beneath the tree, and dashed into the darkness, her boots barely making a sound on the thick grass that covered the glade.

    The feeling in her heart grew, pulling her deeper into the forest, until the clearing was far behind her. She looked around, but saw only trees, their trunks dark silhouettes in the night. She closed her eyes, allowing her senses to spread out, feeling for the entity that had roused her. With her eyes still closed, she felt a faint movement from high in the branches. It felt like an old creature of the deep woods, with a consciousness as pervasive as the mist, and a heart as ancient as the sea. She could feel it approaching, shifting slowly from branch to branch as it gradually descended. She opened her eyes and looked up at the lowest bough, watching as it inched into sight.

    Its bulky body was completely covered in long, silky brown fur, the soft hairs tipped with silver. It had wide, sensitive eyes, with mossy-brown irises, a large pink mouth, and small, mobile ears. It had four limbs, each one able to be used as a person might use an arm or a leg, with equal parts agility and strength. At the end of each limb was a hand with four fingers, each palm wide enough to stand on, each finger long enough to wrap around a tree branch, and each limb strong enough to hold its body up. It moved slowly, with careful deliberation, until it came to a gradual stop. It hung upside down from the lowest branch with its face barely a foot away from her, gazing at her with avid curiosity, as if it had never seen anything like her before.

    Fjörna swallowed, fighting the urge to step further away, sensing that it meant her no harm. It shifted its body so that it hung right side up, and it leaned forward, peering into her eyes from mere inches away. She held her breath, attempting to slow the frantic beating of her heart. It reached out, placing the palm of one hand flat against her chest, listening to what lay inside. Her heartbeat began to calm down, and she felt her breath deepen. Its eyes relaxed, crinkling around the edges, and she realized it was smiling.

    Then, without any warning, she felt a pulse of energy radiate from out of its palm, and spread into her chest. She tried to pull away, but her body wouldn’t move, for the energy that pressed into her also kept her affixed to its hand. She felt the energy flood her body, filling her muscles, passing over her skin and pervading her consciousness. She closed her eyes, sinking her awareness into the deluge of sensation, sensing that it was changing her, helping her to grow.

    And then as suddenly as it had started, it stopped. She opened her eyes and found herself gazing into the kindly face of the ancient creature. A part of her knew, without knowing why, that he was grandfather to these woods. She reached out to touch his face, smiling instinctually when his eyes crinkled at the edges. Slowly, he pulled himself up into the bough of the tree, and reached with a fluid, measured motion up towards the next branch, until gradually he disappeared from sight.

    She stared up into the dark shadow of the canopy, longing to see him again, but knowing he would only return when he chose to. Her hands tingled as they hung by her sides, and she lifted them up, peering at them curiously. The sensation spread from the base of her palms to the tips of her fingers, a slight hum of energy. On an intuition, she bent down, pressing her palms against the earth, and closed her eyes as she breathed in the heartbeat of the land.

    She felt a slight movement, far beneath the top layer of soil. It shifted, but not without purpose, almost as if it were alive, as if it had consciousness. She swallowed, cinching her eyebrows together as she allowed her senses to sink deeper. The awareness within the earth shifted again, and she knew that it had sensed her. It rose towards her, filling the top layers of soil and pressing up against her palms. It felt like snow flurries from the sky as they fell upon her skin, only this came from down below, and it wasn’t snow; it was the very essence of the earth itself, vital and robust and fully aware of itself.

    Opening her eyes, she lifted her palms and looked at them, amazed by what she had just felt. Beneath her, the consciousness receded, sinking back down far beneath the dirt, with only trace threads connecting it to the surface, supplying the forest with nurturance, love, and guidance. Even though her hands were no longer pressed against the ground, she still felt a tinge of its awareness coursing through her, as it coursed through all things on the land.

    A bird began to sing from a nearby branch, and was soon followed by another not far from it. Fjörna glanced up at the sky, noticing that the deep, midnight blue of night had faded, and was now tinted with a hint of grey. Soon, the forest was filled with the sound of the dawn chorus, suffusing the landscape with the clamor of a thousand songs. She inhaled deeply, peering once more towards the underside of the canopy, searching for the wide, kindly eyes of the ancient creature, but all she could see was the dark outlines of branches, empty save for birdsong. All around her, color slowly began to infuse the land, enlivening the ferns and trees with soft hues of grey and blue. With a final glance up towards the tree, she turned around and made her way back to camp, peeking down periodically at her hands and smiling.

    

  
    Chapter Twenty-Six

     

    
     

    The River

     

    It was on the fourth day of their travels that they arrived at a slow moving river. The sun was well in the sky, nearing its zenith. Ichante glanced at the map, peering back and forth from the landmarks drawn across its surface, to the reality of the wide, flowing waterway.

    “That can’t be right,” she muttered to herself.

    “What is it?” Fjörna asked.

    “This river. It’s not on the map!” Ichante exclaimed. She pounded her fist softly on her thigh, furious by what she was seeing.

    “What do you mean?” Fjörna asked. She leaned closer so that she could look at the parchment.

    “Look,” Ichante said. She pointed towards the map. “This is where we are, and according to this map, there shouldn’t be a river here.”

    “Are you sure that’s where we are?” Fjörna asked. She exchanged a worried glance with Naima before turning back to the princess.

    “Of course I am,” Ichante replied. She glared at the river, wishing that it would shrink away under the power of her stare.

    Fjörna clucked her tongue, encouraging her mare downriver, her eyes searching for a place they might be able to cross.

    “It’s no use!” Ichante called from behind her. “I doubt we’ll find anywhere better than here.”

    Still, Fjörna continued to ride, her gaze raking the riverbank, seeking some clue that the water might be more passable. Taavi ran ahead, his white plumed tail waving haphazardly behind him. She pulled Kainoa up short, watching the bounding malamute as he raced alongside the river. When he was nearly out of sight, he slowed to a walk, his eyes scanning the waterway. He stopped, sitting on his haunches, and looked back at her, his long, pink tongue lolling out as he panted. She cocked her head to one side, watching him.

    “What do you see?” she murmured.

    He made a singsong sound from deep in his throat, and even from as far away as she was, she could hear it. She clucked her tongue, encouraging Kainoa onward. Behind her, Ichante watched her retreating figure. She exchanged a glance with Naima, but the older woman merely shrugged. Grinning, Ichante nudged her mount forward and followed Fjörna downriver.

    Once she’d reached Taavi, Fjörna hopped down out of the saddle. She knelt in the dirt, running her hands through the fur surrounding his face, softly pressing the tips of his pointed ears between her fingers.

    “What is it, Taavi?” she asked.

    He rose up on all four legs, again making a singsong sound, before stomping at the dirt with one of his front paws. Fjörna glanced back, standing, and peered towards the other side of the riverbank.

    “What is it?” Ichante asked. She hopped down out of her saddle, following Fjörna’s gaze.

    Fjörna narrowed her eyes, scrutinizing the water as it passed over that section. “I think we can pass over here,” she said without looking at the princess.

    “Here? Why here? What makes it any better?” Ichante asked. To her, the water looked the same as it had further up the riverbank.

    “I think it’s more shallow here, and if you look, it slows down a little. There must be something impeding it beneath the surface.”

    Ichante glanced up at the sky, noting the position of the sun. “If we cross soon, we should have enough time to dry off before it gets too cold. We’ll likely have to lead the horses across.”

    “Aye,” Fjörna replied. She glanced back towards Naima, watching as she slowly approached from atop Iona. “I would rather Naima didn’t walk in the water. I’m scared she’ll catch a chill.”

    Ichante reached out to grip her shoulder. “She won’t have to. She can stay in the saddle, and I can lead her horse as well as mine.”

    Fjörna nodded, smiling at her in silent thanks.

    They disrobed, until all they were wearing were their undertunics and drawers. They’d even removed their boots, having tied them to their saddles to keep them from getting wet.

    “Are you ready?” Ichante asked.

    Fjörna exhaled slowly, her eyes fixed on the opposing shore. “Aye,” she replied.

    She sloshed into the river, wincing as her foot nicked against a rock. The water was ice cold, and sent an immediate chill coursing through her. She shivered, and almost slipped on another rock, but quickly caught her balance. Many of the stones were covered with moss, their surfaces slick under her bare feet. She swallowed, briefly meeting Ichante’s eyes.

    “Careful,” Ichante warned.

    Fjörna nodded, and inched her foot forward, checking to see what she was stepping on before setting all her weight down. By the time they were halfway across, she was wading waist deep in water. Though the river was slow moving, it tugged at her relentlessly, trying to pull her legs out from under her with its sinuous, full-bodied grasp. Taavi was swimming a short ways ahead, his head just visible above the surface. She continued to inch forward, focusing all her attention on her feet, ignoring the freezing cold sensation that was slowly pervading her body. When she was nearly to the other side, she slipped on another rock and felt her ankle twist beneath her. She let out a sharp gasp, balancing on one foot as she tried to hold onto Kainoa for support.

    “What is it?” Ichante called from the shore. She had just stumbled onto land when she had heard Fjörna gasp, and had turned immediately around, ready to leap back into the water.

    “I twisted my ankle,” Fjörna rasped. Her teeth chattered uncontrollably, and she closed her eyes, forcing herself not to panic.

    “Is it bad?”

    “I don’t know yet.”

    The pain in her ankle was intense and sharp, and even more so when she tried to move it. It radiated up her leg, like heat from a flame, pulsing with a deep ache. She opened her eyes, meeting Ichante’s anxious gaze.

    “I’m going to try and walk,” she said.

    Ichante nodded, watching with bated breath as Fjörna took a tentative step forward. Fjörna shuddered as she put weight down on her foot, pausing briefly to close her eyes and center her breath. She focused her thoughts, allowing herself to notice the pain, even to embrace it, but forced herself to keep it contained so that it didn’t overwhelm her. Opening her eyes, she took another step forward, inhaling sharply as the pain increased. She paused again, waiting until the sensation had calmed a bit before continuing. Her progress was slow, and punctuated by repeated stops, but she still continued to move forward, her eyes fixed on the shoreline.

    As she neared the edge, Ichante sloshed into the river and was quickly submerged in water well past her knees. She wrapped her arm around Fjörna’s waist, guiding the younger girl’s hand so that it gripped her shoulder, and helped to carry some of her weight. As they stepped onto the shore, Fjörna gave a deep shuddering exhale. Closing her eyes, she allowed her body to sink to the ground in a soaked, shivering heap. Ichante glanced at Naima, her eyes creased with worry. Already, the hawk-eyed healer was bending down beside Fjörna, thrusting the sleeves of her tunic back, her gaze sharp and determined.

    She placed her hand atop Fjörna’s ankle, her long, graceful fingers wrapping gently around the bone. The site of the injury was swelling, and appeared red and angry. Naima closed her eyes, and as she took in a deep breath, she allowed her consciousness to sink through the layer of skin, and down deep into the joint itself. She flinched as she came into contact with the trauma, but even so maintained a strong hold.

    Cindri hopped down from the saddle and sauntered over, his green eyes intense and penetrating as he looked at Fjörna. He sat down beside Naima, his brownish-orange tail curling around him. At first, he merely watched as Naima worked, his gaze fixed on her clasped hand. Then he began to purr, a quiet, thrumming sound that reverberated out of his body. It materialized as a soft, golden light that floated through the air until it hovered just above Fjörna, like a radiant mist. As it descended, permeating through the skin of her ankle, Fjörna’s brow relaxed, her breath deepening as the pain lessened.

    A few minutes passed with Naima holding Fjörna’s ankle, and Cindri purring golden light into her body. Ichante’s eyes opened wide as she watched the cat perform the same feat he had with her father. Eventually, Naima relaxed her grip on Fjörna’s ankle.

    “It’s torn,” she said. She looked into Fjörna’s eyes, her gaze unwavering as she told her the news. “It might take months to heal, and there’s certainly nothing I can do from out here.”

    Fjörna nodded, pursing her lips together at the news.

    “Come,” Naima said. She stood, extending her hand down to help her up. “Let’s get you into some dry clothes. I’ll see about making you a splint, and then we can get you back in the saddle.”

    Ichante reached down to take her other hand, half carrying her as she wobbled further from the waterway. They helped her up the side of the riverbank, to a large willow tree with long, lithe branches gently swaying in the breeze. Carefully, Ichante lowered her to the ground, helping her to lean back against its trunk.

    Naima looked around for Kainoa, catching sight of her further up the riverbank, grazing on a patch of grass. Fjörna watched through pain-filled eyes as Naima rummaged through her saddlebags, retrieving dry undergarments and the clothing she had been wearing before they had crossed the river. She tramped back to the willow tree, glancing nervously from the clothes in her hand to Fjörna.

    “Do you need help getting dressed?” she asked.

    “No,” Fjörna said. “I can do it myself.”

    Nodding, Naima handed her the clothes before turning away.

    Ichante lingered, shuffling from foot to foot, unwilling to leave her on her own. “Are you sure?” she finally asked. “Even with your pants?”

    “I’ll be fine,” Fjörna insisted. Her face was tight with pain, but her eyes were resolute as she looked up at the princess. “Will you please check on Taavi, and Kainoa?”

    “I will,” Ichante said. Reluctantly she turned away, glancing back once before passing through to the other side of the willow branches.

    Fjörna waited until both Naima and Ichante were well occupied with the horses before beginning to dress. She really didn’t like the princess seeing her in such a vulnerable state, and was determined to minimize any ways in which she might need help. Thankfully, the willow branches afforded her some privacy, mostly blocking her from sight. She began with her undertunic, tugging it from over her head before pulling a dry one on, and followed that with her woolen tunic and leather bodice. She grimaced as she shifted out of her sodden drawers, her lips pressed together in forced silence. Reaching for a fresh set, she lifted her injured leg gingerly, and slowly pulled them on, one leg at a time. She followed them with her dark brown pants, but her foot caught on the cloth, sending a flash of searing pain through her ankle.

    She gasped, reaching a hand out blindly as the world began to spin. She pressed her hand against the ground, gripping the dirt with her fingers, and forcing herself by sheer will not to pass out. Slowly, the world stopped moving, and the pain receded. She inhaled deeply, and as her breath filled her, she felt a slight tingle on the underside of her palm. She exhaled, and the sensation diminished. She inhaled, again allowing the breath to spread throughout her chest. As she did, the tingling in her palm increased, and a small unconscious smile touched her lips. As she exhaled, she sent her awareness down, through her palm and deep into the earth, seeking out the ubiquitous consciousness she had felt the day before, in the early morning hours that preceded dawn.

    Something responded, reaching up through the layers of soil, like water rising to the surface, seeping up and up until it reached her hand. But it didn’t stop there. Instead, it passed through the skin of her hand, and into her body, filling her with the vital energy of the earth itself, the very essence of life. It spread throughout her body, sinking into her tissues, pervading her bones and enriching her blood. As it reached down towards her ankle, she felt it tingle, lighting up with activity. She gave a strangled cry, but more from surprise than pain. She could feel the sinews of her ankle healing. It was as if the earthly consciousness was infusing her body with the strength to heal quickly, to do what it would have done over the course of months, and possibly even years, in the course of a few minutes. Once the sinews were completely mended, and the muscles supporting the joint relaxed, the consciousness receded, pulling back through her body the way it had come, and returning to the earth.

    Fjörna opened her eyes, staring down at her ankle. Tentatively, she moved it around, her jaw dropping open when it didn’t elicit any pain. She turned the foot first one way and then another, and still the ankle felt fine. She braced herself, and pushed into a standing position, taking care not to place any weight on the injured foot. Holding her breath, she gingerly rooted the injured foot into the ground, slowly letting her weight settle onto it. Her face broke into a wide smile, and she began to laugh as she danced around from foot to foot, completely free of pain.

    Naima had been gathering materials for a splint, but rushed over at the sound of Fjörna’s voice. She stopped, her hand dropping limply to her side when she caught sight of Fjörna standing on her two feet and laughing. Fjörna looked up, meeting her astonished gaze, and ran over, throwing her arms around the older woman.

    “I’m healed!” she said.

    For once, the healer didn’t have anything to say. She squatted down, staring at her ankle. The swelling and redness had completely disappeared. She reached out to touch it, resting her hand against Fjörna’s skin, and closed her eyes. Taking a deep breath, she allowed her consciousness to sink past the layers of skin and muscle, down deep into the torn sinew she was sure she would find. Only it wasn’t torn; it was strong and supple, as if it had never known any injury in the first place. Naima pulled her hand away, looking up in wonder. “It’s healed,” she said faintly.

    “I know!” Fjörna exclaimed. She twirled around in a circle, ecstatic.

    “But how?” Naima asked. She slowly rose to her feet, her eyes riveted on Fjörna’s bare feet.

    Fjörna opened her mouth to answer, but immediately closed it when she caught sight of the princess, who was standing just a few feet behind Naima. Ichante also had heard commotion, and come to check on Fjörna. She was staring at her feet, watching with an almost fearful fascination as Fjörna shifted from one foot to the other. Slowly, her gaze inched up Fjörna’s body until it settled on her face. Fjörna rushed past Naima and reached out for Ichante’s arm, but Ichante flinched at her touch, as if her hand were made of fire.

    Hurt, Fjörna dropped her hand.

    “What happened?” Ichante asked. Her voice was pitched strangely high, and Fjörna realized just how frightened she must be.

    Fjörna took a step closer, but didn’t try to touch her. “Please,” she said.

    “What happened to your ankle?” Ichante repeated.

    Fjörna glanced at Naima, but for once the older woman looked as troubled as Ichante. Fjörna felt her eyes well up with tears, and she looked back at Ichante, panicked by how alone she felt. “Please,” she whispered.

    Taavi jogged over, rubbing up against Fjörna’s leg with his thick, muscular body. She reached down, letting her fingers sink into the soft fur of his back. He sat down and glared up at the princess. He had never looked at her like that, and Ichante realized that Fjörna must be feeling threatened, otherwise the dog wouldn’t be protecting her. She took a deep breath, and as she slowly exhaled, she closed her eyes, forcing her fear into submission. When next she spoke, her voice was pitched in her usual cadence, but her eyes remained hard and remote. “What happened?” she asked.

    Fjörna again looked towards Naima, and was relieved to find the older woman’s countenance had shifted, her initial alarm having softened into curiosity.

    “Come,” she said. “I’ll tell you everything.”

    She led the way towards the willow tree, glancing back once to make sure they were following her. She resumed her position by the base of the trunk, with Taavi nestled up against the side of her leg. His eyes were alert and fixed on the princess, watching her every movement. Naima situated herself on a large, flat-topped river rock, wiping it free of debris before sitting, while Ichante clambered to the ground, indifferent to dirtying her clothes, and crossed her legs in front of her.

    The river rippled behind them, ceaselessly flowing from high in the mountains out towards the sea. As her companions positioned themselves, Fjörna looked past them, her eyes settling on a small section of the river, where the water swelled up against a large boulder, churning around it and sending bits of spray into the air. She inhaled deeply at the sight, deriving strength from its presence, knowing that however the princess responded to what she had to share, the river would keep flowing, and her heart would keep beating.

    Naima cleared her throat, and Fjörna turned away from the river, briefly meeting the eyes of her mentor. Naima nodded, the harsh lines of her face uncharacteristically soft, and Fjörna felt her tears resurface, knowing that the older woman could relate to her vulnerability. She took another breath and turned towards the princess.

    “I can feel things that other people can’t feel,” she began.

    “What kinds of things?” Ichante asked.

    “A lot of things,” Fjörna replied. “It started with the wind. I could feel it as it pulled at me, asking me to follow it.”

    Ichante furrowed her brow. “Asking you? Do you mean to say that it has a consciousness?”

    “That’s exactly what I mean,” Fjörna said. “Because everything has a consciousness.”

    She briefly met Naima’s gaze before continuing. “Everything in the world, from the wind, to the sea, to the mist, to all the creatures of the forest. They all have a consciousness. And I can feel it.”

    “All of it?”

    “Well, not exactly,” Fjörna replied. She gazed down into her hands, chewing at her lower lip as she contemplated the creases that lined her palm. She recalled what it had felt like to press her hands against the earth, and how the earth had responded of its own accord.

    “I can’t control it,” she said. “I don’t decide when things will communicate with me, or what they want to share. Just because I can feel consciousness, doesn’t mean I have access to anything I want at any moment.”

    She looked up, considering what to say next. “It’s like talking. I can’t hear everything you’re thinking, but I can hear the things you choose to say. The things you choose to share. My access to consciousness is like that. I don’t decide what I’m told, or what I can hear. I can only listen, or feel in this case. It’s why I knew which way to go in the mist.”

    Ichante stared at her, too overwhelmed to ask any further questions.

    “And your ankle?” Naima interjected.

    “My ankle,” Fjörna repeated. She paused a moment before continuing. “Early yesterday morning, while the two of you were sleeping, I met an ancient creature. A creature of the forest.”

    “You what?” Ichante squeaked.

    “I could sense it from the glade, and I followed it into the woods. It was a very kind creature, and very old. Older than the woods.”

    “What happened?” Naima asked. Her eyes were fixed on her face, and Fjörna was thankful to see that they showed no fear.

    “He pressed his hand against my heart, and filled me with some sort of energy, or knowledge, or both. When he let me go, I could feel that something in me had changed.”

    “How so?” Naima asked.

    “I could feel the earth. The earth itself, the source of all life. I pressed my hand against the ground, and I could feel it rising up to engage with me.”

    She paused, glancing uneasily at Ichante. The princess was looking at her so strangely, as if she weren’t a person at all, as if she didn’t know what she was. She felt herself contract under her gaze, and wished more than anything else that Ichante would look at her differently; that she would look on her as she once did.

    “Just now, while I was getting dressed,” she continued, “I pressed my hand against the ground. When I did, that same consciousness awoke, and filled by body. It gave me the strength to heal.”

    “You mean it healed you?” Naima asked.

    Fjörna shook her head. “No,” she replied. “My body healed itself. It just had a lot more strength and guidance because it was filled with energy from the earth.”

    Naima sat back on her haunches, her eyebrows raised.

    “I don’t understand,” Ichante said.

    “What don’t you understand?” Fjörna asked. Unconsciously, she reached into her pants pocket and began to fidget nervously with the moon-shaped stone. There was something hurtful in the way Ichante looked at her, something that belied the days they had spent in each other’s company. Fjörna grew frightened by the look on her face, and longed to hide away rather than see it.

    “I don’t know,” Ichante replied. She ran a hand distractedly through her hair, snagging her fingers in a thick tangle, and pulling roughly free.

    “It’s still me, Ichante. It’s still the person you’ve known these last many days.”

    “But did I ever really know you?” Ichante asked, half to herself. “I mean, what if you’re not what you seem? What if you have some dark purpose?”

    Fjörna felt stunned by her words. She clutched at her belly, as if clutching at a wound. “How could you say that?” she asked.

    Ichante startled at her tone and suddenly realized that she had been speaking out loud. She glanced at Naima, and winced from the stony stare the older woman was giving her. “I’m sorry,” she mumbled.

    But when Ichante met her gaze again, Fjörna could tell that she was only sorry to have had her thoughts overheard. The princess sat stiffly, her eyes darting back and forth from Naima to Fjörna, as if expecting some sort of attack. Fjörna turned away, lest Ichante see the tears that had sprung to her eyes. Unwilling to take part in the conversation any longer, Fjörna pushed herself up onto her feet and walked away. Ichante twitched at her sudden movement, her hand darting to the hilt of her dagger, but Fjörna was too numb to notice.

    Ichante watched as she shuffled up the riverbank, her terror of a moment before giving way to regret. She chanced a glance at Naima, but the older woman was gazing after Fjörna, her face creased with worry. At her expression, Ichante felt her insides twist with shame. She made as if to speak, but Naima cut her off with a swift look, her blue eyes cold and furious. Ichante cowered under her gaze, knowing in her heart that she had done a terrible wrong. Without saying a word, Naima rose to her feet and followed Fjörna up the riverbank, pausing only to bend down and let Cindri leap up onto her shoulder.

    Ichante felt as if her world were spinning. Everything she thought she knew had been turned upside down within minutes. She had thought she understood what it meant to know a maegka. What she hadn’t counted on was the fact that each and every one of them was so uniquely different. She had thought that in knowing Eshne, she would feel at ease around magic. She had not anticipated the sheer helplessness that she would feel in the face of something she couldn’t understand.

    She pulled her dagger out and stared pensively at its blade. Her dagger was something she understood, just as the forest, with all its many dangers, was something she understood. She had grown up in the shadow of the woods, and had faced the wild creatures that dwelt there many times. She had lived through the harshest of winters, albeit in the comfort of the palace, but even so she had known firsthand the perils of cold. And she had spent her youth in the company of men, and not just any men, but men hardened from years roaming the countryside as her father’s knights; men who could do the most terrible of deeds when called upon to do so. But all of these things were aspects of life that she was well adapted to and felt prepared to face. Never had she been confronted by something so foreign, so distinctly other, as magic. Never before had she felt so completely weak.

    She glanced up the riverbank and watched as Fjörna talked with her mare. The girl was rubbing the horse behind the ears, and murmuring who knew what in soft undertones to the chestnut steed. She was right, Ichante thought. The girl was no more dangerous than her handmaiden. She cursed at her carelessness, wishing she’d had the wherewithal to keep her thoughts to herself; wishing she’d allowed herself more time to get accustomed to this newness before reacting to it in a flare of rash emotion.

    She slid the dagger back in its sheath and pushed herself up onto her feet. At her movement, Taavi whipped his head around and fixed her with a stare. She was very conscious of his steady appraisal of her as she approached Fjörna, and she had no doubt that if he deemed her a threat he would not hesitate to act. She cleared her throat, alerting the girl of her presence. Fjörna turned around, and Ichante had the impression that she had been as alert to her approach as her dog at been.

    “I’m sorry I said what I did,” she began.

    Fjörna didn’t trust herself to speak, so she merely nodded to show that she understood.

    “I didn’t expect to be so frightened,” Ichante continued. She looked down, scuffing her boot on the rocky shore. “It’s not a feeling that I’m very accustomed to.”

    “Are you still frightened of me?” Fjörna asked.

    Ichante looked up, her shame deepening at the vulnerability obvious in the girl’s eyes. She knew it had been there the whole time. Why hadn’t she seen it before? “No,” she said. “I’m not frightened of you anymore.”

    Fjörna nodded, and turned away. She busied herself with her saddlebag, pretending to rummage through it. “We’d best get going,” she said.

    Her voice was strained with the effort to sound normal, but Ichante wasn’t fooled. She glanced down at the malamute, but he continued to glare at her. If he had been a human, she thought, he would have been scowling. She looked back up, eyeing Fjörna’s rigid posture, and the way her hands shook as she reached into her bag.

    “Of course,” Ichante replied. But she lingered, hoping that Fjörna might say something more. When she didn’t, Ichante continued up the riverbank, where her horse had found a patch of grass to graze on.

    The moment she was gone, Fjörna looked up to watch her. She still couldn’t believe that the princess’ first response had been one of terror. She thought back to when she had first discovered the wind, and how excited Streya had been to learn of it. At the thought of Streya, Fjörna felt her eyes well up with tears once more. She rubbed at her face, wishing for the first time in days that she was back at home.

    “How are you feeling?” Naima asked. She was already sitting astride her grey mare, Iona, and was gazing down at her from the saddle.

    “Sad,” Fjörna replied. “And a little homesick.” Taavi sidled up alongside her, pressing his bulky, warm body against her leg. She smiled at the unexpected affection, and bent down to scratch him behind his ears.

    “At least you don’t have to hide anymore,” Naima remarked.

    Fjörna gave a short laugh. “At least there’s that,” she agreed. She glanced up the riverbank, the smile falling from her lips as she met Ichante’s gaze. The princess was quietly watching her from astride her black stallion. Fjörna turned away, forcing herself to think of something else.

    “Are you ready, little one?” Naima asked.

    Fjörna gave a faint smile at the term of endearment. “I am,” she replied. And without allowing herself another moment’s thought, she pushed up into the saddle and followed as her mentor rode away from the river.

    

  
    Chapter Twenty-Seven

     

    
     

    The Aftermath

     

    They rode in silence. Periodically, Ichante glanced over at Fjörna, and though Fjörna was very conscious of the attention, she refused to catch her eye. Instead, she kept her distance from the princess. Ichante felt a twinge of guilt, but even so, she was relieved to have the time to think. It was only when Fjörna rode well ahead of her, that she would dare to stare, breathing in the sight of the black-haired maegka. She watched the girl with new purpose, her mind rolling over everything that had happened in the time since she’d met her.

    She had suspected Fjörna had magic, since before they had even arrived at the palace, but had never imagined how immense her capabilities were. To heal herself in a matter of minutes was utterly astounding. Not to mention her ability to feel the land, and all its sentient inhabitants; that in and of itself was cause for alarm. The sheer reach of her powers was humbling. Ichante didn’t fool herself into thinking that her abilities had finished developing, for the girl wasn’t yet fifteen. The truth was, Fjörna hadn’t even begun to approach the limits of her power, and it was this thought that truly troubled her.

    Ichante didn’t fear the girl. She was absolutely clear about that. In truth, the guidance Fjörna had given her two nights before, to look within her heart before passing judgment, was in alignment with her own authentic feelings. At least, she admitted with a wry smile, when she could conquer her fear. But what of the untold others with abilities like Fjörna? What of the people she would never meet? How could she trust them with such blind faith? How could she risk the safety of her kingdom?

    Ever since reading the secret history of her land, Ichante had discounted its foundational belief that magic was dangerous. But now, as she watched the young apprentice quietly riding through the woods, she gave pause. Had she been too hasty in dismissing it?

    They came to the edge of a valley, just as the sun was about to sink behind the western mountain peaks. Not far from their perch, Ichante could make out a stream, just visible through the scattered breaks in the trees. It wasn’t quite halfway across the vale, and she glanced up at the sun, assessing whether or not they could reach it by sundown. On the far side of the valley loomed another mountain, tall and jagged with a blanket of snow covering its summit. Ichante pulled out the map, peering back and forth from the drawings that lined the parchment, to the mountain. Naima brought her horse up alongside and glanced at the map over her shoulder.

    “Is that the mountain?” Ichante asked.

    “Aye,” Naima replied. “That’s our destination.” She pointed to the left, where the mountain sloped downward to meet the valley. “There’s a trail that wraps around the eastern aspect. We should hopefully arrive by tomorrow evening.”

    Ichante nodded and folded the map back up before stashing it away in her saddlebag. She squinted towards the sun, again considering its position. “Do you think we can make it there?” she asked as she pointed towards the stream.

    “To camp?” Naima asked.

    “Aye.”

    “I think so,” Naima replied. “My water skins are nearly empty.”

    “Mine as well,” Ichante said. “Let’s get a move on.”

    She clucked to her horse, encouraging him down towards the valley floor. The hill was rather steep, so she kept him at a slow pace, leaning back in the saddle to better assist him. Behind her, Fjörna lingered, thoughtfully watching her retreating form for a few minutes before following.

    The sun was tucked well behind the mountains by the time they reached the stream, but Ichante was sure they had at least another hour before it would set. While the horses drank their fill of water, and Naima filled the water skins, Ichante once again pulled her boots off and rolled up her pant legs. She glanced once at the sky, hardening her jaw in determination. Sloshing into the water, she leaned over a slow moving section and waited with infinite stillness for a fish to swim by. Providence smiled on them, and she caught a few fish, quickly gutting and cleaning them while there was still light.

    Wordlessly, Fjörna went in search of branches, and when Ichante was ready to use them, she helped her. Ichante met her eyes, but abruptly looked away, too ashamed to maintain eye contact. Fjörna wondered if it was about what had happened at the river, or if it was something more. She didn’t ask; her heart was still too sore. When they were finished, she silently turned away, mounting Kainoa once more and following Naima through the trees.

    They traveled another quarter mile south before setting up camp. There were plenty of branches and twigs scattered over the forest floor, and Fjörna set to the task of gathering them up to start a fire. Only once the fire was steadily burning, and Ichante had begun to cook the fish, did Fjörna go in search of more wood. Having finished tending to the horses, Naima soon joined her, a silent and comforting presence in the twilight.

    While she collected wood, Fjörna thought back over the course of the afternoon, and the strange looks Ichante had been giving her. As she made her way back to camp, her arms piled precariously full with branches, she felt her resolve quicken. She squared her shoulders and lifted her chin, determined to speak with the princess that very evening, whether either of them wanted to or not.

     

    
     

    The sky was dark, and filled with countless stars. The moon would soon be rising to nudge them towards sleep. Fjörna glanced towards Ichante, who was sprawled on the other side of the fire, poking at the ground with a stick. She seemed upset, furious even, but she hadn’t said one word to her since their conversation by the river. Ichante looked up, meeting her eyes through the smoke and flames, and looked away. She gave a great, frustrated huff and pushed up onto her feet, shuffling off into the darkness without a backwards glance.

    Startled, Fjörna glanced towards Naima. The older woman met her gaze, her blue eyes thoughtful. She jerked her head in the direction Ichante had gone, and at her prompting Fjörna stood up, brushing the back of her pants free of dirt and twigs. She swallowed nervously as she walked away from the fire, following Ichante into the night. Reluctantly, Taavi peeled himself up from off the ground, and trudged after her.

    Ichante had settled down against a tree, with her head resting back against the trunk. Her eyes were closed in an attempt to shut out the world. At the sound of footsteps approaching, she felt her insides clench, but forced herself to suppress the scowl that threatened to emerge. She knew it was Fjörna, even without opening her eyes, and pursed her lips, hoping that she would just go away.

    “May I join you?” Fjörna asked.

    Ichante nodded, but didn’t reply. Instead, she kept her eyes resolutely closed, scared of the feelings that might surface should she open them.

    Undeterred by her less than warm welcome, Fjörna settled down across from her, close enough that she could see her face in the dark, but no closer. She could tell by the tenseness in her jaw that the princess didn’t want her any nearer. To be honest, she didn’t want to come any closer either. Taavi slumped a few feet away, his head resting atop his massive paws, and his eyes already drooping closed.

    “I want to talk with you, about today,” Fjörna began.

    Sighing, Ichante opened her eyes, gazing at her with a depth of sadness that Fjörna did not understand. “Which part?” she asked. “The part where I found out you lied to me? Or the part where I was cruel to you?”

    Fjörna gasped with indignation. “You’re upset that I didn’t tell you? You can’t just expect me to trust you with something like that! Look at how you responded.”

    Ichante closed her eyes, ashamed by the truth of what she said. “You’re right,” she grumbled. “Why would you trust me? I thought you could, but obviously you can’t.”

    “And why not? Do you still fear me?”

    Ichante opened her eyes, piercing her with a stare. “Of course I do,” she exhaled. “I mean, I don’t. But I do. Your powers, they’re unlike anything I’ve ever heard of. And they’re still growing.”

    “But you know me!”

    “Do I?”

    Fjörna glared off into the trees, too incensed to respond right away. “Of course you do,” she finally replied. “And you know it.” She paused, gathering her strength before continuing. Her voice shook, and Ichante could tell it took an extreme effort to say what she needed to. “How dare you question who I am because of what I can do. How dare you question the integrity of my heart.”

    Ichante closed her eyes and softly butted the back of her head against the trunk. “I know, I know,” she sighed. “I do trust you. I’m just frightened by the implications of what you can do, that’s all.”

    “I don’t understand. What are you talking about?” When Ichante didn’t respond, Fjörna turned to look at her. She was shocked to discover that the princess was silently crying. Instinctively, Fjörna reached out to touch her leg, resting her palm lightly on her knee. “Why are you crying?” she asked quietly.

    At her touch, Ichante felt the remaining traces of her composure break. She crumpled forward so that she was holding her head up with her hands, her body shaking as she surrendered to the torrent of tears that had been demanding release all day.

    Alarmed, Fjörna scrambled onto her knees and crawled closer. Without even pausing to think she wrapped her arms around the princess. Ichante clutched at the girl, impulsively holding onto her, instinctively trusting her. She thought about all the terrible things she had been ruminating on over the course of the day; all the ways she had rationalized her father’s stance and actions towards magic. But as she felt Fjörna’s arms around her, all she could think was how wrong he was, and how wrong she had been to go along with it for even a moment.

    Finally, her tears began to subside, and she sat back against the tree. Fjörna bent down so that she could look her directly in the eyes. She brushed a strand of Ichante’s hair out of her face, incidentally brushing her hand against her cheek in the process. Ichante’s eyes were raw from crying, but she forced herself to meet Fjörna’s gaze. In their dark depths Ichante saw a tenderness she hadn’t hoped to expect, not after her treatment of her earlier in the day.

    “What is it?” Fjörna whispered. “What troubles you?”

    Ichante inwardly grimaced at her question. How she wished that the world were different than it was! When she didn’t respond, Fjörna reached out to touch her face, gently wiping the tear stains from her cheek. As Fjörna’s fingers traced over her skin, Ichante closed her eyes, shivering at her touch.

    “Are you cold?” Fjörna whispered.

    She made as if to rise and get a blanket, but Ichante held her down, pulling her close so that Fjörna was nearly sitting in her lap. Hesitantly, Fjörna shifted so that she could rest her head against Ichante’s chest. “Your heart,” she murmured. “It’s going so fast.”

    Ichante nodded in silent agreement and hung her head so that her nose rested atop Fjörna’s hair. They sat like that for many minutes, huddled so closely together that they appeared as one figure in the dark. An owl hooted from a nearby tree, a low, soft sound that suited the night, making Fjörna smile. As Ichante’s heart began to slow, Fjörna lifted her face up and stared into the princess’ eyes.

    “Please tell me,” she said, her voice barely more than a whisper.

    Ichante swallowed, her gaze flitting from Fjörna’s eyes to her mouth, noticing the sensual curve of her lips. Tentatively, she leaned forward and kissed her. Fjörna froze for an instant, her breath faltering as her body blazed with sudden desire. Ichante’s lips were soft and warm, like morning light, and at their touch, Fjörna felt her whole body respond, like a flower opening to the sun. She relaxed in Ichante’s arms, kissing her back, feeling the warmth of her breath as it filled her mouth, and tasting the tender sweetness of her lips.

    As the princess pulled away, Fjörna was left breathing heavily, her cheeks flushed. “What was that?” she asked.

    “I don’t know,” Ichante said. She swallowed, suddenly conscious of what she had just done. “I—I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have done that.”

    Fjörna felt shocked into stillness. She had often wondered what it would be like to kiss Streya, but had always stopped herself short of following through with the impulse. She sensed that Streya felt the same, but they had never talked about it. She knew that one day she would likely wed some boy who lived in town, but with Streya by her side, she hadn’t really given it much thought.

    Now, in the aftermath of the kiss, her heart cracked open to a whole world of possibilities. Somehow, if the princess herself could feel like this, perhaps it wasn’t so abnormal after all. She reached up to stroke Ichante’s cheek, amazed by the nearness of her. Ichante’s lips spread into an unguarded smile, and Fjörna felt astonished by the change it wrought on her face. There was a softness to her, a receptiveness that was surprising.

    “You’re not upset?” Ichante asked.

    Fjörna shook her head, her eyes crinkling as she smiled. “No,” she said. She rested her head against Ichante’s chest, listening once more to the sound of her heartbeat.

    “I don’t know what came over me, but I’m glad you’re not upset,” Ichante said.

    To Fjörna, with an ear pressed against her chest, the sound of her voice reverberated like a soft rumble, or boulders slowing shifting over time, changing the face of a mountain. They sat like that for a while longer, relishing the closeness of each other. The moon began to rise, its shining face pouring soft light down through the breaks in the trees, basking them in a gentle glow.

    After a time, Ichante began to run her fingers lightly across the top of Fjörna’s hand, tracing the subtle undulations of her knuckles, and the smooth ridges of her bones. At her slight touch, Fjörna gave a small, shuddering breath, but didn’t move away. Ichante traced upward, slipping her hand under the sleeve of her tunic as she brushed the underside of Fjörna’s arm. Fjörna grew breathless at the sensation, surprised by the small tremors that spread throughout her body. Eventually, Ichante stopped and rested her head back against the trunk of the tree, her eyes searching the darkness for answers.

    Fjörna looked up, observing the subtle contours of Ichante’s face. Her breath grew shallow as the princess turned to meet her gaze, her fiery eyes wild like a mountain lion. Again, Fjörna was reminded of Streya, and the way her fierce green eyes could undo her in a glance. The glow that had just filled her heart began to recede as the fact of their separation pressed in upon her. She turned away, unwilling to share her sadness with Ichante.

    “What is it?” Ichante asked.

    “I miss home.”

    Ichante narrowed her eyes, a slight crease on her forehead as she scrutinized Fjörna’s face. “You miss that girl,” she remarked. “What’s her name again?”

    “Streya,” Fjörna whispered.

    “Are you…more than friends?” Ichante asked.

    “I think so,” Fjörna whispered.

    Ichante smiled knowingly and rested her head back against the trunk. “But nothing’s happened yet,” she said.

    Fjörna shook her head and pressed closer against Ichante’s chest.

    Ichante sighed and looked out towards the woods, her hand cradling the small of Fjörna’s back. “Don’t worry, Fjörna. There will be time for all that.”

    They sat in silence, their bodies nestled comfortably together as they mulled over their own individual thoughts. Ichante’s thoughts drifted back to the palace, and to Saskia. Her heart warmed at the thought of her lover, the creases around her mouth softening as she recalled their last encounter. Saskia had suspected that there was a spark between herself and Fjörna. Could Saskia have been right to call her heart wild? Or had she just needed comfort in a vulnerable moment? She glanced down at Fjörna, wondering what it was that had compelled her to kiss the girl.

    Beside her, Fjörna thought of Streya, and the passionate look on her face that day they had visited the beach. She had seemed so free and full of life, and as Streya had looked down at her from the wagon bench, she had felt a secret lock open inside her heart, releasing her own hidden passion, her previously stifled joy. Might their friendship be more than what it was? Might there be more possibilities than she had ever imagined? She glanced up at the princess, breathing in the firm line of her jaw, and the powerful clarity in her eyes. The princess knew who she was, and it gave her the power to follow her heart.

    “What are you thinking?” Ichante asked.

    “That I have much to learn.”

    “As do I,” Ichante replied. She paused, her gaze scouring Fjörna’s face for understanding. “Do you know what this thing is between us?” she asked.

    Fjörna paled at her words, but in the darkness Ichante didn’t notice. “You feel it too?” she asked.

    Ichante nodded. “I’ve never felt its like before,” she said. “Not even with…my lover.”

    “Nor I,” Fjörna replied. She looked out into the night, thinking back over the course of the day. Her eyes narrowed at the memory of the river, and all that had transpired there. “I still can’t fathom why you treated me the way you did today,” she said.

    Ichante sighed in defeat. She had hoped to evade this conversation, but knew in her heart that it was unavoidable.

    Fjörna shifted away so that she sat at arm’s length. She eyed Ichante’s face, waiting for a response.

    Ichante picked up a branch, and began to jab at the dirt. Fjörna fought the urge to stop her. Instead, she waited, knowing that sometimes words can take a long time to form. With a final thrust, Ichante tossed the branch aside, and turned to meet her eyes.

    “Today, at the river. I’ve never seen anything like that before.” She paused, her gaze both tender and awe filled. “You astound me, and in more ways than just that,” she said.

    Fjörna sensed that something was wrong, something Ichante feared saying. “Then what troubles you?” she asked. “Why did you cry the way you did?”

    “I know a terrible secret, one that no one knows in all the world.”

    “What is it?”

    Ichante hesitated, afraid of what Fjörna would say if she learned the truth. Her jaw grew tense with unspoken words, and she looked off into the deep, dark woods, wishing she had something different to tell her.

    Fjörna reached out to touch her, placing a hand atop her leg. “Tell me,” she said.

    At her touch, Ichante took a deep breath, and turned to face her once more. “For centuries, my family has suppressed magic in this kingdom.”

    Fjörna flinched as if she had been stung. “I don’t understand. How is that possible?”

    “It’s a long story, but the short version is that long ago Staerjka was on the brink of ruin. There were those with magic doing terrible things, and they couldn’t be stopped, not by any normal means. My ancestor found a magical jewel—something that the maegkana had kept secret for countless centuries. It acted as a conduit between the maegkana of Staerjka and the magic in the earth. He thought that if he destroyed it, that he would only be doing away with magic. But when he broke the stone, all the maegkana died.”

    Fjörna stared at her, at a loss for words. When she finally did speak, her voice was thin and weak, the words barely finding form. “I don’t understand. What are you saying?”

    “That my ancestor murdered an entire race of people. He didn’t mean to, but he did it anyways. But more than that, he destroyed any chance of anyone ever being born with magic again, at least not in this kingdom.”

    Hearing something she knew to be false, Fjörna grasped at it, hoping it would counter everything the princess had just said. “That’s impossible,” she argued.

    “What is?”

    “I was born here,” she said.

    “You were?” Ichante said. “I thought you were adopted.”

    “I was. But I was born in Naima’s home, on the bluff just south of town.”

    “Do you know where you were conceived?” Ichante asked.

    “Nay,” Fjörna replied. “All I know is that my mother came from somewhere far away.”

    Ichante nodded. “That makes sense,” she said. “I spoke too simply. If you were conceived somewhere else, then the wisdom of your blood drew from that land, and not this one.”

    “You’re quite sure this history is true?” Fjörna asked.

    “I am,” Ichante said. “My father told me that each time a new descendent takes the throne, they must vow to uphold the principle of what my ancestor did. Which in essence means that if I assume the throne, I’m expected to keep the realm free of magic, no matter the cost.”

    Fjörna looked back towards the fire, and at the illuminated form of Naima, sitting just within the circle of light. As she gazed upon her, she felt her heart break right in two, a jagged cut that tore at her insides. In that moment, full comprehension dawned on her of what had happened so long ago, and how it maintained an iron-fast grip on the land, even now.

    This would explain so much. Why no one believed in magic, and why all those who practiced magic, with the exception of herself, seemed to come from across the vast blue sea, from other distant kingdoms. She gazed down at her hands, thinking about the wonder and beauty that she had felt whilst connected to the earth. Her eyes filled with tears at the thought of having her gift vilified, and people or creatures like herself imprisoned, or worse yet, killed.

    Ichante watched her, aching to ask her what she thought, but waited. She knew the weight of the history, having borne it herself all these months, and she knew Fjörna needed to come to terms with what she’d learned in her own time.

    Eventually, Fjörna looked up, searching Ichante’s eyes. “What do you mean to do?” she asked.

    Ichante looked down, too ashamed to face her. “I don’t know,” she said quietly.

    At her answer, Fjörna felt a tidal wave of anger mount in her chest, a fury unlike any she had ever felt before. In Ichante’s tone, she heard a person who was weak, and who was considering doing the unthinkable. Her eyes narrowed, seething with rage. She pushed away, the simple touch of Ichante’s skin more than she could bear.

    “How could you?” she whispered.

    “I’m not!” Ichante cried.

    “But you’re considering it.”

    Her gaze was sharp as daggers, and Ichante quailed under it. She raised her palms up, trying to placate Fjörna’s wrath. “I wasn’t before today,” she said.

    Fjörna curled her lip in disgust, appalled by Ichante’s response. “And now, after all that we’ve just felt of each other, only now, you would consider such a thing?” she spat.

    “It’s not like that!” Ichante cried. “Please! Listen to me.”

    Fjörna glared at her, waiting, her eyes snapping with a level of ferocity Ichante had never before seen.

    Ichante swallowed hard. “The moment I learned of this history, I knew it was a terrible, terrible thing. I was committed to embracing magic, and letting it flourish once more in Staerjka.”

    “But now?”

    Ichante gave a heavy sigh, dropping her hands. “I feel so confused,” she whispered.

    “Why? What is there to be confused about?”

    “Your power—I’ve never seen anything like it before.”

    “But why would that give you pause? You know I would never harm anyone.”

    “I do know that! And without any doubt.” Ichante paused, rallying her courage to say what must be said. “But you’ve made me realize how powerful, and unpredictable, magic can be.”

    “But—” Fjörna began.

    “I trust you with my life!” Ichante whispered. “But what of all the other people in Staerjka who practice magic, people who I’ll never meet? What if any single one of them means harm? How can I possibly protect the people of this kingdom if I allow magic to flourish?”

    “You’re talking about locking people away, or killing them, for no just reason! For something they haven’t even done.”

    “I know that!” Ichante cried. She struggled to keep her voice low, and paused to take a deep breath before continuing. “Don’t you think I know that? But what of the harm they could do?”

    “Listen to me, Ichante,” Fjörna pleaded. “People are people, no matter what they can do. Any given person is capable of hurting others, not just people with magic. The things we do to each other, the way we live, has nothing to do with our capabilities, and everything to do with who we are in our hearts, and in our souls.”

    “But maegkana are different than other people,” Ichante countered. “You’ve made me see that first hand. Their reach can be so much greater, and if someone had evil purpose, how could I possibly protect anyone from the untold powers they wield?”

    “What about men?” Fjörna argued. “Most violence is at their hands. Should we lock all men up, preemptively, just because they’re men? Or do we consider each person individually before deciding how to treat them?”

    “But men can be stopped,” Ichante argued.

    “True, but the same could be said of people with magic.”

    “But only at great loss, and with many people dying!”

    “And what of war, or rape?” Fjörna asked. “What of simple abuse, whether it be physical or emotional, from a father to a son, or daughter, or wife? What of that? Aren’t those instances of harm, and injury, and even death?”

    Ichante thought back on the story Saskia had just told her, about her village casting her out, and standing by whilst the blacksmith’s daughter was beaten. She knew that what Fjörna said was true, however much she wished she could deny it. There was violence in the world, unchecked cruelty that had nothing to do with magic. Ichante had seen it firsthand the other night when she had stopped that boy from hurting Fjörna and her friend. She swallowed and looked away, uncertain how this new insight affected her deliberations.

    In her silence, Fjörna felt a small kernel of hope, and she grasped at it, hoping that the princess was beginning to understand the outrageousness of her supposition. “It makes no sense to wipe the world of magic,” she continued, “because people will still remain. What you want to wipe the world of is the potential for evil, no matter its expression, no matter the form it takes. And that exists in people’s hearts, and their hearts are not in your control.”

    Ichante stared at her, and in her eyes Fjörna could see the tides turning.

    Ichante gave a great exhale, slumping back against the tree in defeat. “You’re right,” she said, half to herself. “But if that’s true, how do I protect the kingdom?”

    Fjörna leaned over and rested her palm in Ichante’s upturned hand, tracing the soft calluses on her fingertips. “If there’s anything I’ve learned from all the things I’ve felt, it’s that if you base your actions in fear, you will likely create the very thing you are afraid of.”

    “You mean, if I hunt people down, as my father would have me do, then they will fight back, and create the very violence we seek to avoid.”

    “That’s right,” Fjörna replied. “If you expect the best in people, you’re more likely to find it, than if you expect the worst.”

    Ichante looked up to meet her gaze. “But what of those people who really do have evil intention?” she asked. “What then?”

    Fjörna shrugged, maintaining her gaze. “There will always be outliers, but if you treat everyone like an outlier, they will become the very thing you expect to find.” She squeezed her hand, and leaned even closer. “Listen to me,” she said. “All over the world, maegkana are persecuted. People like Naima, or that man in the woods who told you to find her. They come here to save their lives, but even so, they know they aren’t safe.”

    She released Ichante’s hand, sitting back on her haunches. “Let the world know that there is a place where it’s safe to practice magic, where people can be defined as more than what they can do. If you do that, they will love you, and they will be all the more invested in the well-being of this realm.”

    Ichante sat forward as a spark of hope lit in her heart. Perhaps all wasn’t lost. She eyed Fjörna appraisingly, wondering if she was crazy to put faith in what she had said. “You speak as if it’s so easy,” she grumbled.

    Fjörna smiled at her teasingly. “Was it easy with me?” she asked.

    Ichante grinned in surprise. “Well, yes,” she replied. “In fact, it was.”

    “Then just remember me, when you look at other people. Remember that I could just as easily have been them, or they could just as easily have been me, and you will find it easier to see with your heart.”

    “What do I tell my father?” Ichante asked. The smile had fallen off her face, and in its place a deep furrow formed between her eyebrows. “Do I lie to him, and tell him I will uphold the vow, when I mean to do no such thing? Or do I tell him the truth, and relinquish my crown?”

    Fjörna likewise frowned. “I really don’t know,” she said. “To lie seems wrong, especially to someone you care for so much. But to let another assume the throne, another who will likely continue to suppress magic, might be an even greater wrong.”

    Ichante sighed, looking away. “Those were my thoughts as well,” she said.

    “What will you do?”

    “Lie. There’s no other way.”

    Fjörna nodded and slowly climbed to her feet. “We should go to sleep soon,” she said. “Something tells me that tomorrow will have its fair share of events.”

    “You go,” Ichante said. “Tell Naima that I’ll take first watch. I’d like to sit and think a bit more.”

    Fjörna hesitated before leaving.

    “What is it?” Ichante asked.

    “We don’t need to stay awake in shifts tonight,” Fjörna replied.

    “That’s absurd,” Ichante argued. “There might be wild animals.”

    “There are,” Fjörna admitted. “There’s a pack of wolves nearby. They’ve been following us for the past few days.”

    Ichante paled. “A pack of wolves!” she gasped.

    “Aye, but they’ve been sent to protect us.”

    “Sent by whom?” Ichante squeaked.

    “Ylva, the woman we will be meeting tomorrow.”

    “Who’s Ylva? I thought we were going in search of a flower.”

    “Aye, we are. But the flower grows on Ylva’s mountain. Listen, I really shouldn’t say anything else. Naima will probably tell you more tomorrow. I just wanted you to know that we don’t have to do watches tonight.”

    “How do you know the wolves are there?”

    “I felt them, that first night we camped in the woods.”

    Ichante glared at her, wide-eyed and angry. “And you didn’t tell me?” she asked.

    “You know why, Ichante. I’m only telling you now because you know about me.”

    Ichante took a deep breath, forcing herself not to react. She exhaled slowly, her anger quickly abating. It was obvious why Fjörna hadn’t told her, but it still felt unsettling to realize how little she knew of their journey. “You’re right,” she said. “I’m sorry. You just caught me by surprise. Is there anything else you haven’t told me?”

    “Nay,” Fjörna replied. “I’ve told you everything else.”

    Ichante peered into the woods, wondering how close the wolves were to their campsite. “You’re quite sure they aren’t dangerous?” she asked.

    “I am.”

    Ichante nodded, forcing herself to remain calm. She glanced back up at Fjörna. “Well, then. I hope you sleep well.”

    “You too,” Fjörna replied. Her gaze lingered on Ichante’s lips, and she thought back on the kiss that they had shared.

    “Is there something more?” Ichante asked.

    Fjörna blushed, embarrassed to have been caught staring. “Nay,” she said with a shake of the head. “I’ll see you in the morning.” Without waiting for a reply, she turned around and made her way back to the fire.

    Ichante looked after her, watching as Fjörna readied herself for sleep, exchanging a few words with Naima before crawling into her bedroll. As she watched, she felt an inexplicable sensation fill her heart, an ache that pervaded her entire chest. Was it love she felt, or some burning, yet fleeting, passion that would fizzle out by their journey’s end? Was it even possible to love more than one person, as Saskia had said? And if it was, what then? Ichante sighed, tearing her gaze away. Instead, she looked up at the moon, resting her eyes on the soft, luminous sphere, seeking comfort for the tumult that reigned in her heart.

    

  
    Chapter Twenty-Eight

     

    
     

    Ylva’s Mountain

     

    The sky was clear and blue as they neared the base of the mountain, the sun sinking towards the west. Ichante glanced towards Fjörna, for what seemed like the thousandth time, but maintained a very conscious distance. In the hours since dawn, she had been hard pressed to think of anything other than their late night conversation, and the kiss that had preceded it. She turned away, doing her best to control the flood of emotions that swelled within her each time she looked on Fjörna’s face. She shook her head, attempting to clear her mind, and followed as Naima led her grey mare up the path that curved slowly around the mountain.

    Ichante tilted her head to one side, quizzically. How was there a path, she wondered? There shouldn’t be such a distinct trail this deep in the mountains. She clucked her tongue, encouraging her mount up the dirt lane as it wound through the dark green trees, avoiding the periodic boulder as the path twined higher.

    “Why is there a path here?” Ichante called, her voice carrying up to Naima.

    Naima slowed her mare, and waited for the princess to catch up before answering. “Because someone lives here,” she replied. The trail was narrow, forcing them to ride single file, but she could still converse with the princess by staying just ahead of her.

    Ichante thought back to what Fjörna had said the night before, about some mysterious woman who had sent wolves to protect them. She peered curiously around. “How could anyone live here?” she said, half to herself. “There’s nothing here.”

    The mountainside was covered in trees, most of them slender and tall, with deeply fissured, umber-brown trunks. Countless branches swooped through the air, stretching out in every possible direction, always reaching for the light. Under the dense canopy, the forest floor appeared soft, the textures slightly muted. Lichen dripped from the branches, and the ground was swathed in a thick layer of undergrowth, mostly green with the occasional dash of yellow moss. Aside from the trail, there was no indication of human presence.

    “I think that’s why she picked it for her home,” Naima replied. She glanced back, a sad smile on her face. “We come for more than just a flower,” she continued. “We come to visit someone who can imbue the flower with magic, magic that will save your father’s life.”

    “And she lives out here? All alone?”

    “It’s the only safe place for her.”

    “Why? What can she do that she can’t hide?”

    Naima didn’t answer her question right away. Instead, she glanced off into the woods, as if seeking her answer there.

    The trail widened, so that they could ride side by side, and Ichante encouraged her mount forward, so that Naima was just beside her. “I mean her no harm,” she insisted. “Please, you must tell me.”

    Naima sighed, meeting her eyes. “It’s not so much what she can do, as much as what she is. She’s a shifter. She can transform into a spirit bear.”

    Ichante gasped, arching her eyebrows in astonishment. “The white bears of legend? I didn’t think those were real.”

    “They are quite real,” Naima replied. “They have been hunted over the centuries, to near extinction, but a small number remain, scattered throughout the different realms, hiding on the outskirts of civilization.”

    “She can’t be from here,” Ichante said.

    Naima looked at her sharply, recognizing by her tone that she was declaring a fact, and not asking a question. “No,” she replied. “She is not from here. We met long ago, in a distant kingdom.”

    Fjörna had slowed her horse so that she could listen from just ahead.

    “And you’re sure she’ll help us?” Ichante asked.

    Naima smiled, briefly meeting Fjörna’s eyes as the girl glanced back. “She already has,” she replied. “She sent a pack of wolves to guard us as we traveled. She’s quite aware of our coming.”

    Ichante glanced past Naima, her eyes alighting on the black-haired apprentice. “So I’ve heard,” she murmured. She exhaled slowly, gathering her thoughts before addressing Naima once more. “Is there anything else I should know about this Ylva?”

    “Nothing more that I can say,” Naima replied. “There’s plenty more to tell, but it’s up to her to share it.”

    Ichante nodded, slipping into silence as Naima moved ahead. The road continued to veer up, eventually breaking free of the woods and opening onto a clear view of the south. On either side of the trail, tall purple flowers bloomed, reaching towards the sun. She inhaled, smiling as the scent of lavender filled her chest. Pausing to soak up the sunlight, she stared out at the rolling countryside.

    They were on the southern edge of the mountains, and from here, the mountain range twisted to the west, away from the sea. In front of her stretched open plains and gently sloping hills, covered in large patches of woodland and interspersed with fields of yellow and pink wildflowers. As she looked to the left, the forest reached back as far as she could see, dark green and wild, without any hint of the great expanse of water hidden just beyond. She knew they would have to climb higher still, almost to the summit, in order to see the vast blue sea that marked the eastern edge of the kingdom.

    Fjörna lingered, her eyes fixed on Ichante as she sat astride her black horse, peering out over the valley. Her hair was half tied up, and Fjörna noticed how the under parts of her hair were darker than the top layers, providing even more texture to the golden tangles. She thought about continuing on without her, especially after what had happened the night before, but decided against it. Instead, she nudged Kainoa so that they stood beside Ichante, gazing out on the expansive, undulating terrain.

    Ichante felt her skin tingle at the nearness of her, and tightened her hands around the reins. She took a deep breath, determined to stay calm and keep her heart from fluttering, and glanced nervously over at her. “I’ve never traveled this far south,” she remarked.

    “Nor I,” Fjörna said. She looked left, out over the dark green forest. She didn’t know exactly where Mjönes was in relation to where they stood, but she knew it was somewhere out there, beyond the countless trees, nestled around the bay like a cozy memory. She smiled, realizing how far she was from home; how far she was from the life she had imagined for herself.

    Intrigued by the look on her face, Ichante forgot for a moment to be nervous. “What is it?” she asked.

    “In all honesty, this trip to the palace and then here, this was my first time out of Mjönes.”

    “Your first time ever?”

    “Aye,” Fjörna said quietly, more to herself than to Ichante. “My first time ever.” She continued to gaze out at the landscape, exhaling through slightly puckered lips as she imagined just how far her journey would take her.

    “Come on, you two,” Naima called. She was well ahead of them, having continued to ride further up the trail. “We’d best keep going.”

    As they climbed higher, the path gradually turned in towards the mountain, leading them away from the view. The tree canopy reached over the lane, casting the trail in a dappling of shadow. The trees felt friendly, almost as if they were welcoming them into their midst, and Ichante shifted uncomfortably in her saddle, wondering how it was that she could feel the forest.

    “Where are we going?” she asked.

    “Just a bit further,” Naima said. “There’s a cave up ahead.”

    Ichante eyed her nervously, noting that she looked as calm as if they were about to sit down for afternoon tea, and not on the verge of meeting with one of the mythic spirit bears. She swallowed, her eyes fixed on Naima’s back, taking comfort in her poise. Taavi jogged ahead, slipping out of sight as the trail curved to the right. Ichante wondered where he had gone to, and if he had caught a scent. She didn’t have to wait long to find out, for within the next minute they had rounded the bend and come into sight of a cave.

    A woman stood in its entrance, tall and broad with long silvery-white hair and dark brown eyes. She held a staff in one of her hands, gnarled and twisted at the top, in a shape that splayed out, reminiscent of a wave crashing over rocks. Taavi was seated serenely by her side, his long pink tongue lolling out of his mouth, his soft brown eyes placid as he waited for them to join him. Ichante felt her pulse quicken at the sight of the woman standing in front of the cave, and at the realization that she wasn’t surprised to see them.

    Naima smiled broadly, quickly dismounting. “Ylva,” she said.

    “Old friend,” Ylva replied. She stepped forward, matching Naima’s smile as she embraced her. “It has been far too long.”

    “Indeed, it has,” Naima said.

    As Ylva stepped back, her eyes locked with first Fjörna, and then the princess.

    Ichante felt her skin go cold as she met the woman’s gaze, a shiver coursing through her. It wasn’t that she was scared. It was that Ylva’s eyes, and the way she stared, reminded her of Cindri. There was something uncanny about them, something not quite of the world she knew. As they locked on her, she had the strong sense that they peered inside her, penetrating to the very center of her heart, assessing her values, perusing through her intentions. Ichante shifted uneasily in the saddle, breaking eye contact as she dismounted. Chiding herself for giving into fear, she glanced back up, and was relieved to find that Ylva had again turned her attention towards Naima.

    Fjörna stepped forward, unfazed. “My name is Fjörna,” she said. She reached out to shake her hand, thrilled to finally be meeting Björn’s mother.

    Ylva smiled down at her, her face softening as she beheld the girl. “I know,” she said. “My son has told me much about you.”

    “Your son?” Ichante asked before she could stop herself.

    Ylva turned towards the princess, her dark eyes narrowing as she once again peered at her. Ichante fought the urge to apologize. Instead, she met her gaze with as much composure as she could muster.

    “And what is your name?” Ylva finally asked.

    “Ichante.”

    “The princess?” Ylva asked. She glanced briefly at Naima, exchanging a meaningful look.

    “Yes,” Ichante said. She inhaled deeply, gathering her strength, and stepped forward to shake her hand.

    “You’ve traveled far to see me, Your Highness,” Ylva remarked.

    “Yes,” Ichante replied. “We come seeking your help.”

    Ylva nodded, her hand still gripped firmly around Ichante’s. She held Ichante’s gaze for a moment longer, her eyes searching. “I see,” she finally said.

    Releasing her hand, she again turned towards Naima, the smile returning to her lips as she clapped a hand on her shoulder. “Come,” she said. “Let’s get the three of you and your animals settled, then we can talk.”

    “That sounds wonderful,” Naima replied. She turned towards her apprentice, her countenance more relaxed than it had been in days. “Fjörna,” she said.

    “Aye?”

    “Would you mind tending to the horses? I’d like a little time to catch up with Ylva.”

    “Of course,” Fjörna replied.

    “Good. There’s a clearing further up the path, with a small spring. You can let the horses roam free.”

    “Will they be safe?” Fjörna asked.

    “Aye,” Naima replied. She glanced towards Ylva, sharing a smile with her. “No one comes on this mountain unless they have permission.”

    “Animals too?” Ichante asked.

    Ylva turned to meet her gaze. “Animals too,” she replied.

    Again, Ichante felt a shiver course through her, a ripple of energy that sent her heart racing. She looked away, alarmed by all the new sensations she was feeling. She glanced towards Fjörna, wondering why Ylva wasn’t having the same disquieting effect on her.

    Fjörna reached for Iona’s reins, but paused when she noticed Ichante hadn’t moved. “Are you coming?” she asked.

    Ichante hesitated briefly before responding. She yearned to stay and learn more, but more than that, she didn’t want to leave Fjörna’s side. Fjörna, strangely enough, had become her anchor in a sea of change. With a warm smile she met the younger girl’s gaze. “Gladly,” she replied.

    She helped Fjörna to remove the saddlebags, adding her weapons to the pile by the entrance to the cave, before continuing along the path. They walked in a comfortable silence, side by side, with the horses trailing behind them. As the path wound through the trees, beams of light filtered down through the leaves, tinting the dirt a soft golden-red hue that seemed to invite them onward. Ichante came to a slow stop, her head tilted to one side. Somehow, the way the light fell through the trees reminded her of Saskia, and the way her eyes looked when she was happy.

    Ichante felt her chest constrict with sudden emotion, her breath catching as an unexpected wave of longing washed over her. It had been nearly a week since she had last seen her lover; nearly a week since she had held her in her arms, or woken up to the lingering scent of her body pressed into the bedding. Since they’d embarked on their quest, the palace had felt like it was a world away, and aside from worrying about her father, she hadn’t missed it very much. Now, suddenly, a stretch of dusty earth and a little bit of sunlight changed all of that. She felt an ache in her chest, a yearning to be home again, and to see Saskia’s face most of all.

    “What is it?” Fjörna asked.

    Ichante shook her head, wiping at her eyes with the back of her hand. “It’s nothing. I just miss home.” She reached back to pat her horse on the withers, looking anywhere but at Fjörna, and resumed walking.

    “Are you sure you’re all right?” Fjörna asked. She was eyeing her worriedly.

    Ichante shot her a shaky smile. “I’ll be fine.”

    It felt strange to think about Saskia, with Fjörna here beside her. It felt almost wrong. And yet, how could there be anything wrong with feeling love in her heart? Hadn’t Saskia said something to that effect? Ichante cleared her throat, rubbing absentmindedly at her chest, and looked off into the woods. The light beckoned her heart out of the shadows. She smiled, thinking that perhaps Saskia wasn’t so far away after all. As they rounded the next bend, the light shifted, and the moment was lost. She gave a great sigh, standing a little taller, and turned to address Fjörna.

    “So, you’ve never been here before?” she said.

    “I told you, this was my first time out of Mjönes,” Fjörna replied.

    “But she mentioned her son. How do you know him?”

    “Björn? He works on my father’s farm. I’ve known him my whole life. He’s like family.”

    “Oh. Has he ever spoken to you about Ylva?”

    “A couple times,” she replied. “But I don’t know much more than you.”

    “Does he also have magic?”

    “Nay,” she said. “He was born in Mjönes.”

    “I see,” Ichante replied. “I was just wondering if magic was something that’s passed down from parent to child, like hair color, or the shape of eyes.”

    “I don’t know,” Fjörna said. “You’ve met more people with magic than I have.”

    Ichante raised her eyebrows in surprise. “You mean to say that no one else in your town has magic?”

    “I don’t think so,” Fjörna replied. “Not besides Naima and me.”

    “You’d think there would be more, given that you live in a port town.”

    “I don’t think so,” Fjörna replied.

    “Why is that?”

    “Because of something Naima said to me when I first met her.”

    “What’s that?”

    Fjörna met her eyes, and hesitated. She wondered if it was appropriate for her to share anything of Naima’s past with Ichante. “There was a time when Naima was on the run,” she finally said.

    “Why? What did she do?”

    “She didn’t do anything,” Fjörna replied angrily. How could Ichante have supposed such a thing?

    Ichante paled, having quickly realized her mistake. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I just assumed that if she was wanted by the law, then she must have done something to deserve it.”

    “She was imprisoned for being a maegka, and nothing more,” Fjörna replied. Her voice was harsh and full of bitterness, and Ichante looked away, her stomach twisting with shame.

    “In any case,” Fjörna continued, “she escaped, along with the others she was imprisoned with. She said that they didn’t travel together for very long, because it was more likely to draw attention to themselves.”

    “And you think that’s why most people with magic are isolated from one another,” Ichante said.

    Fjörna nodded, her anger subsiding.

    “That makes sense,” Ichante mused. “Everyone I’ve met with magic has been more solitary than social, sometimes to the point of total isolation. And they have been quite reticent with sharing anything about their skills, or their past, or anything they know at all about magic.”

    Fjörna frowned, having sensed her annoyance. “Can you really blame them?” she asked.

    “Nay,” Ichante replied. “I can’t.”

    The path opened onto a clearing, surrounded by a wide ring of trees, the ground covered in lush green grass and speckled with flowers. One portion of it jutted up against a rock face, the grey stone noticeably bare in comparison to the lavish colors of the glade. A small waterfall tumbled down its side, splashing into the clear surface of a pool, before forming into a slow, meandering creek that crossed through the glade, disappearing into the trees. Large stones dappled its surface, slowing the water further in its gradual journey down the mountain.

    Taavi bounded across the clearing, his plumed tail bouncing behind him as he ran. He dashed into the creek, twisting this way and that as he skipped through the water. He glanced back at them, and Ichante felt certain that he was grinning.

    “He really likes water, doesn’t he?” she commented.

    Fjörna watched as Taavi sloshed back and forth, her eyes teeming with affection at seeing him so free. “Aye, he does. But it’s more than that too.”

    “What do you mean?”

    “It’s this place,” Fjörna said. She paused, slowly looking around the clearing, her eyes observant in a way Ichante couldn’t quite comprehend, as if she saw beyond the colors and textures to the very essence of the glade. “There’s something of magic here, something safe and inviting. He can sense it.”

    “I take it you can as well?”

    “Aye,” Fjörna replied.

    She briefly met Ichante’s eyes before turning away, her movements sure and calm as she removed the bridle from around Kainoa’s head. The horse gave a soft nicker, gently butting up against her chest. Fjörna smiled, pressing her cheek against the mare’s neck as she stroked along the length of her body. Ichante watched for a moment before turning to tend to her own mount. They brushed their coats until they shone, carefully removing any debris from the long, coarse hairs, before reaching down to check their hooves, dislodging any stones that had accumulated over the course of the day. Ichante finished first, patting her mount on the rump before turning to Iona, Naima’s grey mare, to tend to her also.

    It was near sundown by the time they were done, the sky having turned a deeper shade of blue. Ichante gave Iona a final pat, and let her saunter off into the grass to graze to her heart’s delight. She glanced around, inhaling the stillness of the glade. The mountain peak loomed tall and dignified, like an ancient sentinel guarding over the peace of the clearing. In a matter of minutes, the green of the trees had transformed from a vibrant emerald hue to one of dark olive, deepening the sense of tranquility that pervaded the glade. A flock of birds flew overhead, drawing her attention towards the sky, and she followed them with her gaze as they glided on the wind, circling around once before disappearing into the forest.

    Taavi was lying by the creek, staring serenely around the clearing. As Ichante looked at him, he turned to meet her gaze, his eyes soft and happy, seeking nothing more than this moment, with the cool grass underfoot and the darkening sky overhead. At the sight of his face, so sweet and open, Ichante felt her insides expand with joy, as if a small bud had bloomed in her chest, giving her an inexplicable sense of hope. Surprised, she looked away, smiling as she met Fjörna’s gaze. The girl had been watching her from beside the chestnut mare, her dark eyes quiet and deep, as knowing as the night, as delicate as the first touch of starlight. Ichante felt her skin tingle. With her eyes fixed on Fjörna’s face, she made her way across the glade until she was barely more than an arm’s length away.

    “Shall we head back?” she whispered, having sensed that it was inappropriate to speak any louder.

    “Nay,” Fjörna said, matching her low voice. “Not yet. They’re likely catching up, and discussing things they’d rather we didn’t hear.” She glanced up at the sky, unconsciously patting Kainoa on her flank. “Let’s wait until the first star appears,” she said.

    She knelt down on the ground, spreading her cloak across the cool grass and lying back so that she was looking up at the sky. Ichante slowly sank down beside her, resting her head on the ground so that it was mere inches from Fjörna. She felt her heart drum in her chest, like the incessant beating of raindrops in a storm. She glanced over, but Fjörna was gazing up at the sky, a slight smile on her lips.

    “What are you looking at?” Ichante asked.

    “I’m not,” Fjörna said. She closed her eyes, her smile broadening. “I’m feeling the earth beneath us. It breathes, just as we do. The ground shifts in miniscule amounts, as it expands and contracts, just like our lungs, subtly shifting the plates of the earth.”

    “You can feel that?”

    “Aye,” Fjörna murmured. “I can feel that.”

    They lay in silence for a few minutes, Ichante watching the sky as Fjörna listened to the earth. Taavi ambled over, collapsing alongside Ichante. She gave a start at his nearness, her head half raised as she looked at him.

    “He likes you,” Fjörna remarked.

    Ichante glanced over at her, her eyebrows arched in surprise. Slowly, she lay her head back down, resting a hand atop the thick fur of his back. When he didn’t move, she let her hand grow heavy, sinking deeper into his sable coat until all the weight of her hand rested on his body.

    “Fjörna?”

    “Aye?”

    “Do you know anything about spirit bears?”

    Fjörna rolled onto her belly, peering at Ichante with her dark, almond-shaped eyes. They looked resplendent in the dusk, warm and brimming with life. As Ichante gazed into them she felt a tremor ripple through her blood, and quelled the urge to reach out and touch her face. Fjörna’s skin, normally a rich, reddish-brown color, appeared darker still in the fading light, making the whites of her eyes stand out all the more brightly.

    “I know a little,” she whispered. She paused before continuing, her eyes searching Ichante’s face, looking for some sign of her intention.

    “You can trust me,” Ichante said.

    Fjörna smiled at having her thoughts read and nodded. “All I’ve learned of them is from Naima,” she whispered. “Long ago, it is said, the moon reached down from out of the sky, and pressed her consciousness into a black bear. At her touch, the bear was given the power of transformation, so that she could roam the world as either a human or a bear, and her fur turned white, and thus she was marked.”

    “Marked? As what?” Ichante asked.

    “As one who could listen to the moon. It is said that the moon visits the spirit bears in their dreams, breathing her knowledge into them, giving them insight into the past, and visions of the future. With this knowledge, they are said to do her bidding, subtly guiding the turnings of the world.”

    “But how?”

    “They have a particular affinity with all animals, an empathy that allows them to communicate with them.”

    “Why would the animals trust them, though?” Ichante asked.

    “Because all animals innately look to the moon for guidance, as she is mother to us all.”

    “I’ve never heard such a thing,” Ichante said. She frowned as she thought back on all the fables she had heard as a child.

    “No, it’s an old truth, long forgotten in this kingdom. I suspect, perhaps it has to do with your ancestor ridding the land of any memory of magic.”

    “That makes sense,” Ichante said. “But what of the gods?”

    “She is one of them.”

    Stunned, Ichante merely stared at her.

    “In any case,” Fjörna continued, “the spirit bears are privy to the moon’s wisdom.”

    Ichante lay silent for many minutes as she thought on everything Fjörna had just said. She was shocked that she had never heard of the moon goddess. She had been raised to honor all the gods and goddesses, but never, not once, had she heard mention of her. It frightened her to think about what else she didn’t know. Perhaps there was more to the world than her father had told her. Perhaps there was more than even he knew about.

    “Why would they be hunted to near extinction?” she asked. She turned her head so that she could glimpse Fjörna’s face.

    Fjörna lay silent for a moment as she allowed the question to sink into her body, finding its way to her heart. A tear traced down her cheek, and Ichante reached up to gently wipe it away.

    “It is said that the skin of a spirit bear will provide its wearer with untold strength, and boundless wisdom, so that one could be as a god among men, fearless and invincible.”

    “Is that why Ylva hides away deep in the mountains?”

    “Yes…and no. I don’t know much about her history, only the little bits Naima and Björn have told me. But from what I can tell, both she and Naima were treated rather cruelly while they were imprisoned. Luckily, those who imprisoned them didn’t know she was a spirit bear, and only that she could do magic, otherwise she very likely would have been killed for her skin. Naima says that they were both witness to many horrible deeds, so terrible that she won’t speak of them.”

    “And Ylva fears that something of the same nature would happen to her should she be discovered,” Ichante said, half to herself.

    “Yes, but it’s more than that,” Fjörna said. “After all she’s seen, I think it made her heart harden towards people. She’d rather spend her days with the animals of the forest.”

    “But animals also kill each other,” Ichante argued.

    “Aye, but they aren’t cruel. They kill one another to eat, to survive. Humans do so much more than that, both to animals and to one another, and often rooted in cruelty. I think Ylva grew tired of the ways of men.”

    “But not all people are like that,” Ichante whispered.

    “I know, but she grew tired all the same,” Fjörna said. She rested her cheek down atop her hands, watching the princess as the glade grew ever darker. “Ichante,” she whispered.

    “Aye?”

    “You meant what you said last night, didn’t you? You won’t hunt us down.”

    “Of course I meant it!” She turned onto her side so that they were facing each other in the dark, her head propped up in the palm of her hand. “I would never do anything like that.”

    “And you’ll bring magic back to the kingdom?”

    “I will try my very hardest,” she replied.

    “I want to trust you,” Fjörna whispered.

    “And do you?”

    “Yes.”

    “I will do my best to right the wrongs of my ancestor, and to make the world a better place in doing so.”

    “It might be dangerous,” Fjörna said.

    “I know,” Ichante replied. “But it’s what I’m meant to do. I can feel it in my bones.” She shifted onto her back so that she could look up at the sky.

    Fjörna likewise rolled onto her back, and sidled up alongside Ichante so that she could hold her hand. “I’ll help in any way I can,” she whispered.

    Ichante smiled and glanced over at her. “I know,” she said.

    Above them, the first star of the evening appeared, and then another. But neither of them moved. Instead, they remained tucked up against each other, listening to the sounds of the night. Ichante wondered that her heart didn’t race. After kissing Fjörna the night before, she would have thought that being this close would awaken her desire, pressing its need into her blood. But her pulse was utterly calm, calmer than it had felt in ages. She realized with sudden clarity that she felt safe. Not just safe in Fjörna’s presence, but safe in the knowledge that she, herself, was on the right path. She leaned over, pressing her lips firmly into Fjörna’s hair, and delivered a soft kiss before looking back up towards the sky. Fjörna closed her eyes, and cuddled closer so that her nose was pressed against Ichante’s shoulder.

    The minutes passed, and still they lay there, watching as the stars emerged one by one in the night sky. The moon wouldn’t be rising for another few hours, and so the stars shone all the more brightly, the various constellations shining down with untold stories. It was awe inspiring, and for a time they forgot their journey’s purpose; they even forgot who they essentially were. They surrendered to the sight, allowing the starlight to fill them, infusing their breath, seeping into their tissues, filling them with a wisdom that defied time.

    It was only when the ground grew cold, and her limbs began to ache, that Fjörna roused herself to movement. She pushed up into a seated position and wrapped her cloak around her shoulders. “I think we should head back,” she whispered.

    “Aye,” Ichante replied. “I suppose so.” She hesitated, however, wishing that she could maintain the peace that had filled her heart, but knowing that in leaving the glade, she might also leave it behind.

    Fjörna was already on her feet, and reached down to offer her a hand. Ichante grasped it and pulled herself up. “Thanks,” she said.

    Fjörna nodded and glanced down at Taavi, who had fallen asleep on the ground. She bent down to wake him, calling his name softly. He blinked his eyes open, and she smiled at the sleepy look on his face. “Come on,” she whispered before trudging off the way they had come. Staggering to his feet, he stretched back, his white face ghostlike in the faint starlight. He gave a great big yawn and trotted after her, quickly disappearing in the darkness.

    Ichante followed behind him, slowly making her way back towards the trail. All around her, the clearing emanated a delicate awareness, barely touching the edge of her consciousness. She shivered at the magic of it, for magic she was certain it was, and looked around curiously. An owl hooted from high in a tree, and she turned to search for it, but all she found were shadows. Fjörna had already disappeared, but still she waited, wondering at the knowing presence that wrapped itself around her, infusing her with a sense of safety and hope. She glanced up at the stars, thinking on what Fjörna had said about the spirit bears. Taking a deep breath, she stood a little taller, readying herself for the night ahead.

    

  
    Chapter Twenty-Nine

     

    
     

    The Moon Speaks

     

    When she returned to the cave, the first thing Ichante saw was Ylva, standing in the entrance. She was gazing up at the starlit sky, her long, silvery-white hair streaming down behind her. There was something about her, something about her stillness, that reminded Ichante of the clearing, and the depth of quiet consciousness that pervaded the glade.

    At the sound of Ichante’s boots crunching in the dirt, Ylva gave a long exhale, thus ending her communion, and turned to meet the princess. Even in the night her eyes felt penetrating, and Ichante shivered, sensing yet again that they pierced right through her, to the very center of her being. She met the older woman’s gaze, determined not to look away, and Ylva smiled, pleased by her show of bravery.

    “How was the glade?” she asked.

    “It was beautiful,” Ichante replied. She looked around for Fjörna, but couldn’t see her anywhere.

    “She’s inside,” Ylva said.

    Ichante didn’t know what to say, and so she waited. Ylva merely watched her, in that uncomfortably probing way that reminded her of Cindri, and Ichante’s hands started to sweat. It was all she could do to maintain eye contact, but she persisted, unwilling to show even a hint of weakness to their hostess.

    “Naima tells me your father isn’t well,” Ylva finally said.

    “He isn’t,” Ichante replied. “This is our last hope of helping him.”

    Ylva’s eyes softened, just a little. “Well, I hope that help is what I can offer you,” she said.

    Ichante’s throat tightened, and she nodded.

    Ylva stepped back, ushering her inside.

    The cave reached far back, twisting so that the entrance was soon lost to sight. Ichante narrowed her eyes, expecting to be thrust into total darkness, but a faint light appeared. She cocked her head to one side, and exchanged a silent glance with Ylva, but the older woman merely smiled. They continued deeper into the cave, and as they rounded another bend, they faced a large piece of thick fabric that hung down from the ceiling. Brushing it aside, Ichante’s jaw dropped open at the sight she beheld.

    A large bed sat against one wall, replete with fluffy pillows and a dark purple quilt, more reminiscent of something she’d find in the palace than in a cave. An earthen oven was situated along the opposite wall, its clay pipe extending up towards a hole in the rocky ceiling, leading, she could only assume, outside. In the far corner of the cave stood a larder, filled with jars of grains and beans, nuts and seeds, dried herbs and oils for cooking. An enormous rug covered the center of the room, thick and warm, and matching the color of the fabric curtain that she had passed through. Along the walls, nestled in small outcroppings of rock, stood candles of various sizes, a few of which were lit, adding their small flickering glow to the lamplight. Naima and Fjörna were seated at a table, while Cindri was lying with extravagant ease on the bed, watching her with his wide, brilliant green eyes.

    “How did you do all this?” Ichante asked.

    Ylva followed her gaze, her eyes lighting up with pride. “It took a long time,” she said. “My late husband, and my son, helped me over the years, especially with making the bedframe and the oven.”

    “Where do you get your supplies?”

    “There’s a small village to the south, about a day’s hike from here. I visit it every few weeks to get the things I need.” She paused, and motioned towards the table. “Come. You must be hungry.”

    Ichante sat down next to Fjörna, accidently bumping her leg under the table. Fjörna blushed at the contact and shifted her chair to make more room.

    “Thank you,” Ichante whispered.

    Fjörna nodded, her blush deepening.

    Across the table, Naima watched their nearly silent encounter, realization dawning on her that there was something going on between the two of them that she wasn’t aware of. She stared at Fjörna until her apprentice looked away, her curiosity only roused by the evasion.

    There really wasn’t anything to discuss, Fjörna told herself. The kiss the preceding night had been fleeting, and was likely not going to repeat itself. She didn’t know why she had just blushed. She’d spent most of the day not thinking about the kiss, but something about their intimacy up in the glade had revived her feelings, bringing them back into her consciousness—feelings about Ichante, and feelings about Streya. That was really what she was blushing about: the realization that she was attracted to women, and that this attraction was permissible. But that wasn’t something she felt ready to discuss with anyone, not even Naima.

    Fjörna rose from the table, purposefully avoiding Naima’s eyes, and joined Ylva at the stove. “Do you need any help?” she asked.

    “You could pour the tea,” Ylva replied. She nodded towards a shelf in the corner, where a handful of small, earthen mugs were stored alongside plates and bowls.

    Fjörna eyed the corner uncertainly; she’d have to squeeze past Ichante’s chair just to reach the shelf. Naima was still watching her, and she forced herself to move. Pressing her lips together, she wedged in behind Ichante’s chair, resolutely not looking down at the princess as she stretched a hand out for the teacups. Ichante glanced up, hoping to catch her eye, but Fjörna was unwavering. She gathered the cups into her arms, all too aware of the way Ichante’s unruly hair brushed against the exposed skin of her forearm, and then slid back out. The teakettle was still steaming, and she filled the cups, trying to force some measure of composure onto her face before turning back around. It was short-lived, however, for as she handed Ichante the teacup, their hands touched, making her blush all over again. Quickly, she looked away, lest she do more than blush, and handed Naima her steaming mug. At the display, Naima arched a single eyebrow, turning to Ichante instead of Fjörna for some explanation, but the princess was just as reticent as her apprentice. She met the healer’s gaze with a studied calm, but she didn’t fool Naima, who continued to watch them carefully.

    Ylva was either unaware or unconcerned with the exchange taking place behind her. She began to serve the meal, her movements rough and brisk as she distributed the plates, and Fjörna sat back down in her chair, grateful for the distraction.

    Ichante leaned over her plate and inhaled deeply, her whole body softening as the scent washed over her. “This smells incredible,” she murmured.

    Ylva gave an unguarded smile, taken aback by her remark. “I hope you like it. It’s been a long time since I’ve cooked for anyone besides myself.”

    Ichante took a bite, closing her eyes as she let the flavor fill her mouth. Swallowing it down, she grinned over at Ylva. “It’s absolutely delicious.”

    Ylva smiled at her warmly. “I’m glad you like it, Your Highness. Now eat up! We have much to discuss, and I’d rather do it after we’ve finished the meal.”

    Fjörna looked up quizzically. “Not now?” she asked.

    “No,” Ylva replied. “Something tells me that the content of our conversation will require our full attention. And, if I’m being honest, I hope that you enjoy this meal so much, that you won’t be able to think about anything else until you’re finished.” Her eyes twinkled, and for a brief moment Fjörna was reminded of Björn.

    Once the meal was done, Ichante sat back in her chair, lightly holding her mug. She glanced at Taavi, who likewise had finished his meal and was sprawled on the rug near the stove. His eyes drooped as he struggled to stay awake, but within moments they had closed and his breathing had shifted into deep, rhythmic rumblings. Ichante felt an unexpected affection fill her chest as she watched him, and she turned towards Fjörna. “How long have you had Taavi?” she asked.

    Fjörna was so surprised at being directly addressed that she nearly dropped her teacup. She laughed at her own clumsiness, and set it down before answering. “About three years,” she replied. “My father got him for me. He knew I loved going into the woods, and felt better letting me go if I had a companion with me.”

    “Did you train him yourself?” Ichante asked.

    “Nay,” Fjörna said. She smiled, and glanced at Ylva. “Björn trained him. He works with the horses on our farm, but has quite a way with all creatures.”

    “That he does,” Ylva agreed.

    Fjörna continued, “He has a particular sensibility—a way of being that the animals intrinsically trust.”

    By the way she spoke, Ichante had the feeling that Fjörna was speaking about more than just the horses. It sounded as if she were referring to herself as well; suddenly, Ichante realized that Fjörna felt more akin to animals than the people in her life.

    Ichante turned towards Ylva, addressing her next question to their mysterious hostess. “Do you think he’s like that because he’s your son? Because he has your blood running through his veins?”

    “Who can say?” Ylva replied with a shrug. “He has a strong, yet gentle spirit. I think the animals primarily respond to that. He treats them with the same respect he’d treat a person, and I suppose yes, he developed that perspective from having me as his mother.”

    She looked at Taavi, sleeping soundly on the floor. Her face softened as she gazed upon him, as if she could see the kindness of his spirit. “The way in which we see something greatly determines both how we engage with it, and how its personality forms as it grows. We all have an intrinsic nature,” she continued as she turned towards the princess. “But who we develop into has as much to do with how we’re treated, how we’re seen, as it does with our inborn soul.”

    Ylva stared at the princess, her eyes narrowing as she considered her. Under her gaze, Ichante felt her insides tremble, but once again she forced herself to maintain eye contact.

    “It’s what makes you so interesting,” Ylva remarked.

    “What do you mean?” Ichante asked.

    “You, who were raised as a princess, have a more empathetic heart than I would have ever supposed. How is it that you see others with as much compassion, and dare I say respect, as you see yourself?”

    Ichante blushed as all eyes turned towards her. She took a sip of tea, taking a moment to collect her thoughts before answering. “I don’t know,” she said. “All I know is what my heart tells me.”

    Ylva sat back in her chair, her nostrils flaring as she considered the princess. She exchanged a quick glance with Naima, before turning back to Ichante. “That’s what makes you so special,” she said. “And that’s also the reason why I will help you.”

    “With my father?” Ichante asked.

    “Yes,” Ylva replied. “With your father. Though I gather he is less than magnanimous when it comes to magical creatures.”

    Ichante looked away, sensing that Ylva knew the truth about her father, the truth she hadn’t dared tell even Fjörna; that already, he hunted down those with magic. “He doesn’t know any better,” she muttered.

    Ylva narrowed her eyes. “But you do?” she asked.

    Ichante glanced at Fjörna. “I suppose I do,” she replied.

    Ylva followed her gaze, turning her deep regard towards the black-haired girl by her side. Fjörna shifted uncomfortably, wishing she could hide under the table, but knowing from months of experience with Naima that there was no escaping such a stare.

    Ylva’s eyes narrowed. “There’s something you haven’t told me,” she murmured. “Something of the forest.”

    Alarmed, Fjörna glanced at Naima, but her mentor merely sat back, watching the exchange with keen interest.

    “What do you mean?” Fjörna asked.

    “What happened in the forest?”

    “When?” Fjörna asked.

    Ylva pursed her lips, and Fjörna had the distinct impression that she was rifling through her insides, searching for something. And then, quite suddenly, Ylva’s eyes opened wide, and she sat back, surprised for the first time since their arrival. “You’ve met the Velnur Tree,” she declared.

    Fjörna was too stunned to reply. She merely stared back, her limbs frozen in place, as understanding tried to land in her body.

    “Tell me,” Ylva said.

    “How do you know of the Velnur Tree?” Fjörna asked.

    Ylva smiled, nodding up towards the roof of the cave. “I see what the moon shows me, and the Velnur Tree is one such thing.”

    “Yes,” Fjörna replied. She sat up straight, meeting her gaze directly. “She showed herself to me about a month ago, when the roads were still muddy and the forest floor covered in flowers.”

    “And what happened?”

    “She greeted me as an old friend, and when I pressed my hand against her trunk, I felt her consciousness fill me. Ever since then, the ways of the forest have been open to me, more than ever before.”

    “I see,” Ylva said softly.

    Ichante looked from Fjörna to Ylva, and back again. “What is this Velnur Tree?” she asked.

    Slowly, Ylva turned to Ichante, her eyes both thoughtful and sad. “You’ve read the history of Staerjka. You know of the tragedy that befell this kingdom.” It wasn’t a question, but still Ylva paused, waiting for Ichante to nod her head. “The Velnur Tree, the tree of which we speak, grew to mark it.”

    “I don’t understand,” Fjörna interjected. “How does the Velnur Tree relate to the history of the kingdom?”

    Ylva’s gaze was still fixed on Ichante. “You’ve read of the magical jewel that was broken, but I don’t believe you’ve read of the other.”

    “The other what?” Ichante asked.

    “The other jewel. The one that ushered the maegkana of old into a new world.”

    Ichante felt her body go cold, and her throat dry. “I don’t understand. I thought all the maegkana died. No one survived.”

    Ylva smiled, but the sadness remained in the creases around her eyes. “No, Your Highness. Not everyone died.”

    “How can you know that? You weren’t there.”

    “I told you,” Ylva replied. “The moon shows me what I need to see.” She paused, her gaze softening as she turned her attention inward. “You’ve read one version of the tale. Now listen to another.”

    She looked down at the table, slowly gathering her thoughts. Ichante glanced at Fjörna, but the girl only had eyes for Ylva. Cindri hopped down from off the bed, and with one leap landed on the table. He sauntered across its surface, and settled down in front of Naima, his gaze focused on Ylva. She began to hum, from deep in her chest, and Fjörna knew intuitively that she was drawing deep from within herself, invoking a memory that was both within and without, a memory given her by the moon.

     

    
     

    There are many layers to this tale. It begins, I suppose, with telling you of the moon. First, you must know that this is not the only world there is. There are many that exist simultaneously. They are separate from one another, and yet each is connected to a central world, much like spokes on a wheel connecting to a central hub. This innermost world is where the moon comes from. It is an island of great mystery and wonder; of belief and imagination; of light and of darkness. From it, stems all magic, which is the essential element of life. In the middle of this island rests the Sacred Temple of the Moon; a cavern deep in the earth within which the golden orb of light resides. It is said that this orb is where the moon keeps her heart, so that it may infuse the island, and all the worlds that connect to it, with magic. The orb burns with a fiery light so bright, that were it to be seen in its full glory, it would devastate anything it came into contact with. And so, it is held deep in the earth, encased within a sacred stone.

    Long ago, when the moon first visited this world, the goddess of the sea awoke. She was gifted with love, passion, and dreams, and with these gifts she birthed every facet of life. Islands formed, plants grew, and the ancient creatures of old roamed the world. First there were dragons, wise and beautiful creatures of fire. Then there were krakens, mysterious and soulful creatures of water. And finally, there were naemiths, enlightened and gentle creatures of earth. These were the first creatures of magic, guardians and stewards of the world.

    The moon had seven daughters, and long ago they had taken on human form. The moon would frequently visit this world, and when she returned home to her island, she would tell her daughters of all she had seen and heard. They would gather beneath her luminous glow and listen with openhearted wonder to the moon’s magnificent stories. They longed to visit this world; to glide beneath starlight atop the dragons; to swim in the depths of the sea with the krakens; and to behold the beauty of the woodlands with the naemiths. They each began to feel their hearts beat a woman’s song, and they yearned to step out into a wider plane of existence, and discover who they were beyond being daughters of the moon.

    And so, the moon brought them to this world. To her, they were young as tree saplings, even though they had been alive longer than the sea had been awake. Each daughter felt called to a different part of the world, and so it was that they became separate, each making a home in one of seven different continents; islands or regions of varying shapes and sizes, with distinct ecosystems. The moon gave them each a gift: a sliver of her heart taken from the burning orb itself. She asked one of the ancient naemiths to fashion a stone covering for each fragment. And so the naemith created what would hence be called the naemithstones, golden-brown jewels that glowed with a soft, luminous light, evidence of the fragment of heartfire that they carried within them. The stones were given to the daughters of the moon, thus enriching their connection to magic in each of their homelands. The daughters were grateful to feel new possibilities of life flow within and around them. In their respective homes, they each created a sacred temple, much like the one on Moon Isle, as they had taken to calling their home world. These temples were caverns hidden in the earth, tucked away from sight, so that the jewels could be kept secret. The naemithstones affected the land on which they dwelled, much as the moon’s orb had done on Moon Isle. The magic of the jewels mixed with the vital elements of the earth, spreading in every possible direction so that the world teemed with new life.

    Because the daughters were from the other world, they lived a very long time. They witnessed the birth of humanity, and they were there to guide the first humans in the ways of the moon: in the ways of wonder, empathy, and imagination. For thousands of years, human beings lived in accordance with these values, and they were as other creatures of the world—at one with the circle of life. Those humans that were the most sensitive could feel the pulse of the naemithstones deep within their blood, much as the daughters of the moon could, and their connection to magic was the strongest. They could do more than sense magic; they could interact with it. These people became known as maegkana, and they were honored for the wisdom implicit in their bond to magic.

    Eventually the daughters of the moon did age, and as they neared the end of their lives, they entrusted the existence of the naemithstones to individual women they loved above all others. These women became known as priestesses of the moon. Few knew of their existence, and as the centuries passed they became something only hinted at in myth, even to maegkana. And so, the naemithstones themselves remained a secret, passed down through the generations of priestesses.

    There came a time, long after the daughters of the moon had faded into legend, that humanity began to change. There were those among the many who started to voice new values. Where before the world had been looked upon with wonder and gratitude, now these new voices encouraged a set of principles that upheld ambition and greed. Where before people had shared an empathetic link with all life, now these new leaders strove to sever this bond. They created a new paradigm, one in which humans were innately separate from, and far superior to, all other life. They became driven by their minds, dismissing the raw and vital feelings that had been the cornerstone of consciousness for an eternity. These new leaders were predominantly men, and not a single one of them was a maegka.

    Over the centuries, their perspective spread like an illness, infecting people all across the world. The values of the Old World— empathy, wonder, and imagination— became cause for ridicule. Maegkana alone remained free of infection, for their blood was tied to magic in a way that made them impervious; they couldn’t help but be sensitive to the world around them, and so they couldn’t see themselves as separate. However, where they had once been revered and honored for their insights and gifts, now they were considered with suspicion, and looked upon with scorn. It was inevitable, in a way, because the very thing that made maegkana distinct from the rest of humanity, was the very thing that called the new value system into question. Their existence was a threat, not because of what they could do, but because of what they represented. They epitomized a consciousness of sensitivity that was intrinsically at odds with the beliefs of the New World.

    As this rift in consciousness continued to develop, and intellect became the primary source of identity for most of humankind, the presence of the naemithstones became all the more vital. In the Old World, the naemithstones had enhanced the bond to magic, particularly the connection between people and magic. But in the New World, they became the only thing that kept humanity from completely separating from their feelings, and losing the raw, visceral connection to the life essence that is a part of everything. The naemithstones were important not only for maegkana, but also for the wellbeing of the entire world.

    If the naemithstones were ever destroyed, then that sacred link would break. If this had happened in the Old World, then the only thing lost would have been the ability to directly engage with magic; magic would still have existed, but the connection to it would have dimmed. However, this was no longer the case. In this New World, where the essential understanding of universal oneness had been discarded, losing that connection to magic would have severed humanity’s last remaining link to the fundamental pulse of life. Humanity would drive forward, ignorant of what they had lost and without regard for anything else; the world itself would be in danger, for the intellect can do powerful and terrible things when it doesn’t have the heart to guide it.

    And so, with renewed fervor, the priestesses of the moon continued to safeguard the naemithstones and the stories of old. They reached out to one another from afar, using the moon’s help to meet in the world of dreams. They decided to enact a spell to protect their respective naemithstones; moving forward, only one of their own bloodlines could enter the cavernous temples they guarded. In the past, the guardianship of the jewels had not necessarily passed down through bloodlines, but it was the only way the priestesses could ensure the continued safekeeping of the stones should knowledge of them ever become public.

    In Staerjka, the guardianship of one of the naemithstones eventually made its way into the royal lineage, and that is where our story begins. A girl was born. Her name was Rajka, and her mother was a priestess of the moon. Rajka was raised listening to the stories of old, growing wise with the knowledge of her ancestors. On her eighteenth birthday, the day she was deemed a woman grown, her mother finally took her to the sacred temple of the moon. Here, she had named Rajka a priestess, and bequeathed to her the task of guardianship of the stone. For several years, Rajka and her mother protected and honored the naemithstone together, and then when her mother died, Rajka continued the tradition on her own. She had expected to live the remainder of her life in service to the jewel, passing the task onto her own daughter one day. She had not foreseen a future in which King Nikolaj would travel through her small village and fall in love with her, let alone a future in which she would become queen; but that is exactly what happened.

    Nikolaj’s father had only recently died, and so his reign had only just begun. His father had been severe and at times cruel to maegkana, just as Nikolaj’s grandfather had been before him. He distrusted magic, and the notion that there was a higher wisdom than his own royal judgment. Whenever a dispute arose involving a maegka, he always ruled against them, thus encouraging the same bias to take root within his constituents. It had become so bad, that many maegkana hid the truth of their nature.

    Nikolaj was different than his father. He was a quiet and watchful boy, and he sensed that there was something flawed in the way his father treated maegkana. He couldn’t quite say what it was, but he felt it in his heart. Even as he grew older, that sense of wrongness never left him.

    When his father passed away and he became king, Nikolaj took a tour of his kingdom, and it was on this tour that he met Rajka. He had been traveling for many months, and had nearly returned to the palace. He and his entourage were passing through a small village during harvest time. He had paused to observe the farmers hard at work in the fields, when he noticed a woman with lustrous brown skin lugging a bucket of water to a shady patch of ground. Her dark hair was tied in a loose braid, and it swung in front of her face as she set the bucket down. She brushed it back as she stood up, her lips spreading into a warm, easy smile as one of the farmers trudged over for a sip of water. Nikolaj watched, transfixed, as she spoke to each in turn. He could see, even from across the field, the way the farmers relaxed under her gaze, taking more sustenance from the way she greeted them than from the water they drank.

    From atop his great stallion, Nikolaj picked his way across the field, not caring that his knights and advisors looked after him with alarm. The farmers saw him coming and scattered like mice. Only Rajka stood her ground, watching him approach with a look of curious appraisal. He noted how she stood with the dignity of a queen, only curtseying low as he came to a stop in front of her.

    “What is your name?” he asked.

    “Rajka,” she replied with her eyes downcast.

    He slipped out of his saddle, landing in the dirt with a solid thud. She looked up, wondering what he could possibly want with her.

    “May I have some water from your bucket?” he asked.

    She arched an eyebrow in surprise, but handed him a plain earthen cup without comment. He sipped slowly from the cup, his gaze fixed on her face. Even though she was still young, on each side of her mouth there stretched a curved, vertical wrinkle, seemingly etched into her skin, evidence of a hundred thousand smiles. She tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear, and he noticed the dirt that was pressed into the creases of her palm. He smiled without meaning to, the true smile of old friends meeting for the first time. She responded in kind, the wrinkles around her lips deepening into grooves.

    Before he could stop himself, he spoke. “Will you join me for dinner?” he asked.

    “For dinner?” she replied.

    “Yes,” he said. “Tonight.”

    “Where would we dine?” she asked.

    “Here, under the stars,” he said.

    She observed him speculatively. “You do know that I’m a commoner?” she said.

    “I do,” he replied.

    “I’m also a maegka,” she said.

    His face grew solemn, his eyes bright with purpose. She had thought it would be a deterrent, but her declaration had the opposite effect. He had long yearned to prove his difference, to show that he was not his father. Her words were like a spark in the dark, lighting his way forward.

    “Your being a maegka only makes me want to know you more,” he replied. “It would be my great pleasure to dine with you here. Tonight.”

    She glanced past him, eyeing the way they were being watched by his entourage. “And what will your advisors say?” she asked.

    He shrugged his shoulders. “That I am king, and that I may do as I wish.”

    That night they dined beneath the moon and stars, and Rajka looked up and wondered at her part in the turnings of the world. For so long, darkness had loomed across the land, generating a division in consciousness that had defined every moment of her life. But now, as she gazed up at the moon, she wondered if the tides were changing, and if the wisdom of the Old World would seep into the lives of humankind once again.

    Going against all advice, Nikolaj married her within the year. At first, she was looked upon with misgivings. But soon, the people of Staerjka recognized in her what the king had seen in their initial encounter: her gracious kindness, her astounding beauty, and her gentle courage. Rajka wore the mantle of queen well, and the longer she sat on the throne, the more maegkana grew hopeful that things were in fact changing for the better. They came out of hiding, telling the truth of who and what they were to their neighbors, and a miraculous thing happened: they were welcomed without malice or stigma. It seemed that a new era was dawning.

    Nikolaj was immensely proud of the life he had built. He was the opposite of the father he had feared and despised. With Rajka by his side, he had begun to change the face of Staerjka. A school was built in the capital city of Nuvolen, in which young maegkana could learn the subtleties of their gifts, and develop the self-respect that had long been missing from the lives of their forebears. Maegkana shops popped up in the business district, and soon after that in the outlying towns and villages, boldly advertising commodities and services of a magical nature. Even in the palace, he had procured maegkana of the highest learning to join his privy council. The kingdom was a far different place than the one he had known as a boy, and he was gratified to look around and see what he had created just in the years since he had assumed the throne.

    Rajka believed that she had made the right choice in becoming queen, even if it meant she hadn’t been able to visit the naemithstone in years. She knew it was safe, for only one of her bloodline could enter the cave in which it dwelled. But she missed visiting the sacred temple, and she looked forward to the day when she would be able to visit it once more. It would have to be in secret, for not even her beloved husband could know of its existence. And so, she waited for the moment when she could sneak away, if only for a day, and travel to the hidden cavern.

    Over the years, the king and queen had three children, two sons and a daughter, all of quite different temperaments. The boys were fair-skinned, like their father, and were called Aidan and Niall, while the princess looked more like her mother, and was named Gyllene. As they grew towards maturity they began to show signs of magic, following after their mother, who had likewise developed magic when she was no longer a child, but not yet a woman. So it is with all of us. At first, King Nikolaj was quite pleased with their newfound gifts, thinking they would serve the children well.

    But as his children grew towards adulthood, a discord developed between the two brothers. This wasn’t alarming in and of itself, for conflict often forms as children grow apart, and into the trueness of themselves. Sadly, though, more came of this strife than mere maturation. One night, when an argument flared between the brothers, their magic grew out of control. Their mother, Queen Rajka, tried to stop their quarrel, but in the chaos, she was killed. It was a shocking, terrible accident, and Staerjka as a whole mourned for her loss, but none more than the two boys, who blamed themselves for her death. Before the year was through, Prince Aidan had thrown himself from the topmost tower, thus ending his life.

    Nikolaj never recovered from the death of his wife. His heart twisted into something angry and bitter. He blamed magic for the deaths of his wife and son. And in blaming magic, he felt betrayed. The very thing he had devoted his life to restoring, to upholding, had turned on him. It had taken the most precious parts of his life and destroyed them. In the core of his being, he warped into something ugly and mean, something far worse than his father had ever been. He vowed to rid the land of all magic, claiming that even those with the best of intentions could be swept up in a moment of passion, and do the most horrendous of deeds. His son, Prince Niall, blamed himself completely for the deaths of his mother and brother, and pledged to help his father in his newfound purpose. His sister, however, did not share his views. She felt the king was wrong. When her father insisted that she never perform magic again, or at the very least use her magic to help him in his hateful mission, she left the palace, both relinquishing her crown and what remained of her family.

    All she took with her were the stories her mother had told her throughout her childhood; stories of the golden-brown jewels, the naemith who had helped create them, and the daughters of the moon. The only thing Rajka hadn’t told her, the only thing that had been left undone, was sharing the location of the sacred temple. Princess Gyllene was only sixteen when her mother died, and not a woman grown; as such, she had not yet put on the mantle of priestess. And so the guardianship of the stone was lost.

    Over the years that followed, King Nikolaj enacted many severe laws, which slowly stripped away the rights of all those with magic. Eventually, he began to round them up, sentencing maegkana to death for the most trivial of crimes; the only evidence he needed was that they showed any sign of magic. Princess Gyllene began a rebellion, gathering those to her side who were magical, and even those who were not magical but who believed the king was acting unjustly.

    She was gifted with the magic of sight, and could sometimes see the future, and sometimes the past. She didn’t know why she was never given a vision of the golden-brown jewel, the sacred charge of her ancestors. At first it angered her, but eventually she accepted it, trusting in the wisdom of the earth to show her what she needed to know. Five years into the rebellion, she was given a vision of the future, and it broke her heart to see it. It was a vision of the lengths her father and brother would go to see Staerjka rid of magic. She knew that she must save her people from the fate that awaited them, and so she set sail with a group of loyal sailors, journeying to the Old Sea in search of a dragon.

    For centuries, the dragons had kept mostly to themselves, often dwelling in places uninhabited by humans. It took her nearly two years to find the dragon she sought. The island was in the far north, surrounded by dark grey, cold waters, and half veiled by mist. Gyllene was bundled in the warmest of winter clothes, but still, she shivered when she gazed upon the island. To her, it looked like the loneliest home in all the world. She clambered down the side of the ship and into a small rowboat, and made her way to the rocky shore alone. She searched the whole day for the dragon’s lair, and only as the sun was setting upon the distant sea, did she stumble across the vast cavemouth. If her mission hadn’t been so pressing, she might have been more scared. But as it was, she stepped boldly into the shadowy den, her eyes flitting around the darkness for any sign of movement.

    The dragon had known she was on the island from the moment her boat had scraped up on the shore. She had peered down from high on her perch as Gyllene had explored the island, and as the hours of the day had gone by, she had watched with the unerring clarity of the moon, looking deep into Gyllene’s soul. Now, as the princess squinted into the darkness of the cave, the dragon was finally ready to speak. She edged out of the shadows, her bulky body a dim form in the fading light. At her sudden appearance, Gyllene took a half step back, her nostrils flaring as she took in the immensity of the dragon, but aside from that, she gave no indication of fear. She waited calmly, knowing that there was nothing she could do but wait. The dragon shifted across the stone floor, her eyes wide and watchful as she quietly observed the princess.

    “I know why you’ve come,” the dragon said. “You mean to escape your fate.”

    “Not escape it,” Gyllene replied. “No one can escape their fate.”

    “Then why seek me out?” the dragon asked. “Why journey all this way if you know I cannot change the path you walk.”

    “There are many layers to any given path,” Gyllene replied. “There is the one we see, and the one beneath, and the one we dream. Might we not walk the path beneath?” she asked.

    The dragon eyed her curiously, wondering that she knew of such things. “You speak of the path of the moon,” the dragon said. “The path to another world, another plane of existence.”

    “If we journeyed there, might we not change the meaning of our fate?” Gyllene asked.

    “It is true,” the dragon replied. “By walking the path beneath, by opening a doorway to the Isle of the Moon, you would simply shift the meaning of your fate without breaking it. You would not die, but your existence in this world would end.”

    “Will you help us?” Gyllene asked.

    The dragon stared at her silently, her intense green eyes luminous even in the dark shadows of the cavern. “I will,” she finally replied. “Pick a stone from my floor, and set it there on that rock.”

    Gyllene obeyed, quickly bending over to pluck a small stone from the cave floor. It was smooth and round, shaped like a quail egg. She set it down atop an outcropping of rock and stepped back. The dragon took a deep breath, and released a stream of fire down upon the stone. Gyllene watched in wonder as the stone turned a brilliant shade of purple. Even when the fire had gone out, the stone continued to glow.

    “You may touch it,” the dragon said. “It will not burn you.”

    Tentatively, Gyllene reached out and picked up the jewel. It felt warm and inviting in her hands. Slowly, it began to dim, until its glow was soft and subtle, like the touch of moonlight on a dark winter night.

    “Take this stone deep into the forest,” the dragon said, “far from prying eyes. Wait until the moon is full, and gather those you wish to accompany you. It will take the power, love, and will of each person present to make an opening large enough for all of you to pass through. It will open a portal into another world, and in this new world you will be free of the fate that awaits you if you stay. But know this, if you leave, you will not be able to return. Not for many generations. Not until the two are born who will bridge the worlds, and mend the promise that has been broken.”

    “What promise?” Gyllene asked.

    “The promise inherent to the life of each living creature. The promise to grow in tandem with the earth, and not in opposition to it.”

    “Where is this other world?” Gyllene asked. “Where is this place we must flee to?”

    “You know where it is,” the dragon replied. “It is the path beneath. It is the birthplace of the moon. The magic there is wild and unpredictable, just as it is in dreams.”

    “Will it be safe?” Gyllene asked.

    The dragon paused before answering, her deep eyes grave. “Safety is no guarantee of life, at least not a life worth living.”

    Gyllene nodded, and tucked the dragonstone safely away. In the morning she returned to her ship, and began the long journey home.

    By the time she returned to Staerjka, she had been gone nearly three years. She discovered, upon returning, that her father had found her mother’s diary, and in her diary the queen had written of the golden-brown jewel, the conduit of magic for the people of Staerjka. Because of his determination to stamp out magic, the king was incapable of understanding the repercussions of destroying the naemithstone. He did not understand that it would affect all people of Staerjka, and not just maegkana. The queen’s diary told of the general location of the cavern, and so the king sent out search parties to hunt for the hiding place in which the stone was kept.

    Gyllene knew that she didn’t have much time left. She knew what she must do, but a small piece of her heart was unwilling to leave her brother, Niall, without making a final attempt at reconciliation. She snuck into the palace, using the old tunnels she had played in as a child, and sought out her brother. By this time, Niall had wed and had a son. Gyllene watched from behind a curtain as he tucked the young boy into bed. As he closed the door to his son’s bedchambers, she called out to him, her voice barely more than a whisper. Niall recognized her voice immediately, though it had been many years since he had last heard it.

    Immediately, he joined her behind the curtain, and followed silently behind her as she led him to a small alcove tucked away on the east wing. Gyllene begged him to join her, to take his family and leave the palace, leaving behind a path full of pain and hatred. She told him what he already knew, that if they destroyed the golden-brown jewel, the conduit would break, and the connection between the people of Staerjka and the magic in the earth would be severed. But then she told him something more, something her mother had told her as a young child; for most people, this rupture would affect them only slightly, but for maegkana, who lived with their life essences entwined with the magic in the land, the change would be too drastic, and it would kill them.

    He listened, but he was unchanged in his feelings. He still thought of magic as an evil thing, something to be both feared and abhorred, for in his heart he both feared and abhorred himself. She told him that if he would not desist in his plans, then all the maegkana of Staerjka would leave, and she would never see him again. She asked him, one final time, to go with her. He would not, but he also let her escape without calling the guards.

    She sent emissaries to the far corners of Staerjka, spreading the word of what was to happen. Upon hearing of their imminent fate, most maegkana agreed that it was right to leave and journey to the unknown land. Some, however, couldn’t bear the thought of leaving their homes and their families, and decided to stay, even though it meant their certain death. In the end, about five hundred maegkana gathered in the Andara Woods, not far from the eastern sea.

    
They stood in a grouping of circles, with the princess at the center, and held hands. Then, as the full moon rose high in the sky, the magic that coursed through their blood, and through their bond, joined with that of the moon and poured down into the center of the circles, infusing the purple jewel that Gyllene held in her hand. Once again, just as it had in the dragon’s cave, it grew brilliant with light, and with the combined strength of all their magic, and all their will, a portal opened. On the other side, they could see a sky filled with different constellations, and the outline of a sandy beach. The sound of waves crashing on distant rocks met their ears, and the maegkana looked at each other in awe. As they passed through the portal, Gyllene looked back one final time, wondering if she would ever see her home again. And then, in a flash, the opening had closed, and the only thing that remained to mark their passage was a small sapling that had not been there before. It was the Velnur Tree. Over the years, it grew into a mighty tree, wise with kindness, resplendent with hope, and nurturing as the earth itself. It is the sole link to the other world, and the sole reminder of the truth that was lost the moment that portal closed.

    About a month after the maegkana disappeared, Niall and his father tracked down the hidden cavern. Because only someone of the queen’s bloodline could enter, Niall was the only one who could retrieve the jewel. He walked a long time, with only a torch to light his way, following the twisting, cold stone passages of the earth. With each step he took, he thought he could hear his sister’s name, being whispered to him from out of the shadows. She had been all that remained of his heart, and when she passed into the other world, he had felt it like a cut in his soul. Now, as he trekked deeper into the mountain, he could sense her, just on the edge of his mind, calling on him to turn back. But he was fixed in his purpose, even though he knew it would lead to his own death.

    He turned a corner, and even in his broken state, was astounded by what he saw. The corridor had opened into a wide cavern, filled with shimmering crystals, glowing with pale pinks, iridescent blues, luminous purples, and misty whites. They layered the ceiling and floor, reaching out from all angles, and ranged in size from the width of his hand to the diameter of a large tree trunk. The light from his torch bounced off them, making the crystals come alive with an internal glow. He remained standing for many minutes, breathing in the cool dampness of the earth and feeling the invisible vibrations of a thousand crystals. The sound of water dripping on the far side of the cavern roused him from his stupor, and he squinted to see where it was coming from.

    The cave extended far back, as if it were a great hall. A pool of water stretched across the middle, and in its center, atop a bed of moonstone, rested the golden-brown jewel. His jaw hardened as he was reminded of his purpose. It seemed to him as if the crystals screamed his sister’s name, but he paid them no heed. He splashed through the pool, not caring that he was drenched up to his chest, and reached for the stone. It blazed the moment he touched it, and then went dark, like a candle that has been snuffed out. Sloshing back through the water, he practically ran to the mouth of the cave, and out into the bright afternoon light.

    King Nikolaj was waiting for him on the other side. They returned to the palace, and in the light of the setting sun, his father took a great axe and cut the jewel in two. In that moment Niall fell to the floor, dead, as did all maegkana who had remained in Staerjka. The king grieved for his son, but did not feel any remorse for his actions. He thought that Niall had died a hero’s death. Once his son was buried, he had a new crown fashioned, and used one of the broken pieces of the naemithstone as its centerpiece. Then, he instructed the palace blacksmith to fashion him a new sword, with the other piece of the golden-brown jewel worked into the hilt. Both the crown and the sword have been passed down through the generations of rulers, a private reminder of the lengths they must go, to ensure peace in the realm.

    Nikolaj demanded that all books and manuscripts with any mention of magic be burned, in effect destroying nearly a thousand years of history. He put his scribes to the task of writing down a new history, one that would leave out any mention of magic. The king was adamant in the dispersal of this new historical account, punishing anyone who made any mention of the actual events of the past. Eventually, as the years went by and the older generation passed away, all memories of magic began to fade, so much so that when people encountered stories of the past that had not been accounted for, they saw them as fantasy, and not the true history of the realm. Any hint of magic was relegated to the pages of fairy tales, myths that no one in their right mind would ever believe as truth. It is said that until the connection to the earth is restored, and people can once again feel the deep pulse that runs through all life, that magic will never be truly welcome here again, for it can never really take root.

    Separately, Nikolaj instructed his chief scribe to write a second history, one that would be a truer account of the realm, amended of course so that certain pieces were left out, or altered, to fit the story he wanted remembered. This secret history would be passed down from father to son, and shared only with a trusted few. It painted magic as an evil thing—something to be feared and hated. The king kept the second history hidden, for though it portrayed magic in an unfavorable light, he believed that knowledge is power. He feared that any knowledge of magic would eventually lead to subversion, for he was well aware that magic still existed in the remote kingdoms of the world. This second history was passed down from one monarch to another, thus ensuring the continued suppression of magic in Staerjka. That is, until now.

     

    
     

    Ylva paused, her eyes riveted on Ichante’s face. Again, the princess felt the urge to squirm under her gaze, but resisted. She held her stare, shivering as she felt another wave of energy move through her. Slowly, Ylva turned from Ichante to Fjörna, her eyes widening in quiet wonder.

    “There is more,” she whispered. “As I’ve said, the Velnur Tree is the sole remaining link between this world and the one they disappeared to. The forest has kept it secret all these years. It has been prophesized that one day the tree would mark a person as the descendent of Gyllene, the lost princess.”

    She nodded her head, indicating Fjörna, before continuing. “It is said that this person will come into possession of the dragonstone, and will be tasked with reopening the portal, allowing those who were driven away and their descendants to return home.”

    She paused, and turned towards Ichante. “The prophecy also states that a descendent of Niall will find a way to unite the broken pieces of the naemithstone, thus restoring the connection to the land, so that people born of Staerjka might feel the connection to magic once more. Only when this is done can magic flourish again.”

    Silence filled the room, interrupted only by the soft, rhythmic breathing of Taavi, who was still sound asleep on the rug. Ylva raised her mug to her lips and took a long sip, closing her eyes as she focused on the warm, soothing taste of the tea, allowing the earthy sensation to center her, recalling her from the vision. Ichante stared at her, both intrigued and frightened. She felt deeply confused, as her understanding of the world had shifted once again, and she gripped tightly to the table just to have something solid to hold onto. Minutes passed, and still Ylva remained silent, gently rocking back and forth with her eyes closed.

    Finding her voice, Ichante sat forward and peered into her face. “Why would they want to come back?” she asked.

    Ylva opened her eyes, staring at the princess.

    “Centuries have gone by,” Ichante continued. “The people who are there now will have no memory of this place. It will be a myth to them, just as they are a myth to us. Why would they return to a strange, foreign land where they could face oppression?”

    Ylva sighed and looked away. She lifted her hand, and at her silent beckoning Cindri moved closer, settling just in front of her. She lowered her hand, resting it atop his back, and stroked along the length of his body. He looked up at her, meeting her eyes with his uncanny green gaze.

    “We don’t know what things are like in this other realm; what gifts or challenges are inherent to it. Though Moon Isle is not the land of dreams, the dragon did make mention of some similarity to that world; every concept we hold as true, might be different there, including time itself. It’s entirely possible that those original refugees might still be alive. All we know is that they were forced to leave, without any choice, and that the circle will remain incomplete until they are given one.”

    “What circle?” Ichante asked.

    “It is the journey of the soul, which can sometimes take several generations to complete; the journey of transformation and growth; the journey of embodiment.”

    “I don’t understand,” Ichante said. “You mean that my path is somehow connected to my ancestors’ path? That their life was only one step in a longer journey?”

    Ylva smiled, pleased by her quick comprehension. “Yes,” she said. “That’s exactly right. Your ancestor set a journey of transformation in motion. It began with anger, shame, helplessness, and violence, and it bled into the fabric of Staerjka. But each moment is connected to the next, just as each life is connected to the next. You have inherited more than a crown. You have inherited a cycle of metamorphosis. How you live, what you choose to do with your life, is a continuation of a bigger purpose, a continuation of growth and change. What he began, you may complete, thus completing a circle of evolution that will impact every corner of Staerjka, and beyond.”

    “What happens if I don’t complete the circle?” Ichante asked. “What happens if I make a different choice?”

    “Choices stem from who we are in our hearts, and from what I’ve seen of you, I strongly doubt you will make a different choice.”

    “But what if I did? What if my heart changed? Or if I fail in my task?”

    “Then the cycle won’t complete, and the land will stay divided from itself.”

    Ylva paused, exchanging another glance with Cindri. His eyes widened, and Ichante shivered uncomfortably. Even after all the time she’d spent traveling with him through the woods, his mysterious ability to communicate with Naima, and now Ylva, deeply unsettled her. She watched as Ylva sighed, nodding in agreement to the tawny creature, before looking up to meet her eyes once more.

    “Ichante, there is something you must understand. Magic is a part of everything. It is essential to all life, and thus is not separate from the land. The only difference between those with magic, and those without magic, is the ability to perceive the vital connections that link all things to one another.”

    She paused to take a sip of tea. Ichante waited, listening with bated breath, sensing that there was somewhere she was going with all of this. Ylva placed her cup down, lightly tracing the earthen rim with her finger.

    “When your ancestor severed the connection between people and the magic of the earth, he severed the connection from the very essence of life. This affects all people, not just maegkana.”

    “How so?”

    “It’s hard to explain, but crucial to understand.” She paused, her eyes looking from Ichante to Fjörna, and back again. “What makes you care about Fjörna?” she asked.

    Ichante sat back, startled by her question. She glanced at Fjörna, noticing the way her heart grew warm with affection as she beheld her face. “I don’t know,” she said. “We’ve traveled together. We’ve shared…” Ichante trailed off as she tried to find a way to encapsulate all the moments she’d shared with Fjörna, but there were just too many, and they were all so different. Finally, she turned to Ylva once more. “I feel connected to her,” she said.

    “And would you care about her if you didn’t feel connected to her?” Ylva asked.

    “Of course I would.”

    “Would you really? In your heart, or just in your principles?”

    “I don’t know. I guess, the way I would care for anyone. Just in my principles.”

    “But the essence of your care, the thing that makes you personally invested in her, would be missing.”

    Ichante’s eyes narrowed as she tried to understand. “Yes,” she replied. “It would be missing.”

    Ylva nodded. “It is just like that with the earth. When we feel connected to something, we are more apt to care about it in our heart. When that connection is gone, the thing that compels us to care is also gone. When your ancestor severed the connection between people and the essence of life, which is magic, he also severed their ability to sincerely care about the earth. You must understand: it is our sense of separation that allows us to do unspeakable things. When we see something as separate from us, when we feel no connection to it and so view it as other, then there is no way for us to feel the impact of how we treat it. We lose the ability to empathize.”

    “What does that mean?”

    “It means that, for the most part, the people of Staerjka are incapable of sincerely caring for the earth. Some of how they live is based in principle, but mostly it is based in the need to survive.”

    “I don’t understand. Why is that bad?”

    “As I’ve told you, I am privy to certain visions that the moon gives me. I have seen the future, a future where the people of Staerjka do harm to the earth because they don’t know any better. Right now, their survival needs are directly linked to the wellbeing of the earth. But there will come a time when this shifts, and they will lose sight of this bond. When this happens, they will do harm to the earth, to the very essence of life, because they see it as innately separate from them. It is the ability to empathize that has been severed, which works hand in hand with the ability to care. And this, they will not be able to feel.”

    “What will happen?”

    “As society develops, methods of living will arise that do direct harm to the land, robbing it of its nutrients, flooding its soil with toxins. At first, not much will change. But eventually, crops will grow with less vitality, providing little sustenance for those who eat them. The grass and flowers and all growing things will begin to fade away, and all the animals that rely on them for nurturance will grow weaker with each generation, and eventually starve.”

    Ichante’s eyes grew wide with horror. “That’s impossible,” she breathed.

    “Aside from the plant life, the waters that populate Staerjka will either dry up or become too contaminated to drink. The world itself will grow bleak with despair, and violence will reign in the kingdom as the need to survive becomes paramount over the impulse towards kindness and generosity. People, and animals too, will slowly feel their hope fade away, becoming as dried up as the wasteland they live upon. Of course, this will take many generations to come to pass, but it will happen if the connection is not restored.”

    Aghast, Ichante stared at her, unwilling to believe what she had said. Ylva calmly met her gaze, sad but unfazed by her look of despair. Ichante felt a wave of dizziness crash down on her, and tightened her grip on the table, suppressing the nausea that threatened her belly. Finally, she found her voice. “How can that be?” she sputtered. “If the connection has been severed for all this time, wouldn’t we have noticed something by now?”

    “It’s hard to notice things that take centuries to unfold,” Ylva replied.

    “But is there no hope, then?”

    “Of course there is hope,” Ylva answered. “As I told you, the connection must be restored to the land, and the portal reopened so that those who fled might make their own choice. Only then can magic be truly welcome here. Only then, can the essence of life be respected and cared for as it should.”

    “How much time do we have?” Ichante whispered.

    “It’s hard to say,” Ylva replied. Again, she glanced down at Cindri, listening to his silent communication before continuing. “Like with any illness, the sickness can often go unnoticed until near the very end. Mind you, there are always indications along the way; small symptoms that alert one of affliction, but only if you have eyes to see clearly, and the ability to hear truly. It could be years, and it could be centuries. All I know is that once the affliction shows itself, we will have very little time indeed.”

    “So you’re telling me,” Ichante said, “that if the magic of the naemithstone isn’t restored to Staerjka, and if the dragonstone remains lost, then the land on which we stand, my kingdom, will fall into ruin.”

    “That’s right,” Ylva replied.

    “How can you be so certain?” Ichante asked.

    “The moon tells me much, and over the years I’ve learned to listen.”

    “Wait,” Fjörna interjected. “I’m confused.”

    As Ylva turned towards her, her gaze softened. “What is it, child?” she asked.

    “What you said, about the Velnur Tree marking the descendent of that long-ago sister, the one who vanished into the other world.”

    “Yes?”

    “Did you mean to say that I am that descendent?”

    “I did indeed,” Ylva replied.

    Fjörna looked at Naima, swallowing as she met her piercing blue eyes. “Does that mean that my mother was from that other world? From the Isle of the Moon?” she whispered.

    Naima glanced at Ylva, sighing as their hostess nodded. She turned back to her apprentice, her eyes filled with untold compassion. “It would seem so, little one,” she replied.

    “But how?” Fjörna whispered.

    Naima shared another glance with Ylva before answering. “When Björn brought your mother into my home all those years ago, there was a moment when she held my hand, and a series of images passed into my consciousness.”

    “You mean, she gave them to you?” Fjörna asked.

    “Aye,” Naima replied. “I didn’t understand them at the time. If truth be told, I didn’t understand them until just now. You see, she spoke in a language I had never heard before, which is saying much given all the places I’ve been. I had not the slightest clue where she had come from.”

    “What were the images?” Fjörna asked.

    “They were more than images,” Naima clarified. “They were feelings as well. I believe she passed flashes of her own memory to me.”

    “What were they? What were the memories?”

    “There was a boy, a blond boy who grew into manhood. He was someone dear to her, until he murdered another man. It was unclear, but I have long suspected that the other man was your father.”

    Shocked, Fjörna stared at her. A lump formed in her throat, and her eyes filled with tears. This was the most of her mother she had ever learned. “Was there anything else?” she asked, her voice barely audible.

    “I believe she was a princess,” Naima continued. Her eyes also filled with tears as she looked at her young apprentice. “He kidnapped her in the night. He kept her as his prisoner for many months, traveling a long distance over both land and sea, until she escaped. She knew you were growing within her, and she escaped to protect you.”

    At her words, Fjörna clenched her hands into fists, twisting the napkin she held in her lap. “Is there more?” she breathed.

    “Aye,” Naima replied. She glanced again at Ylva before continuing. “The last memory she passed to me was of that same blond man. He was wearing a necklace, with a luminous purple gem as its centerpiece. She considered it the sacred jewel of her people. He had stolen it, along with her, when they fled.”

    “It would seem,” Ylva interrupted, “that you have seen a vision of the jewel in question. I dare say that it opened a portal for the two of them to slip through, and that the dragonstone is again in our world.”

    “Does that mean that the portal is still open?” Ichante asked. “Could everyone come back?”

    “I doubt it,” Ylva replied. “The opening likely closed the moment they passed through. It would take a lot of power to keep the doorway open, especially long enough for everyone to come through. But first, the naemithstone must be restored. Once that thread of connection takes root once more, it will act as a natural magnet to all those in exile, drawing them intuitively home. The moon has shown me that once everyone has returned home, the Velnur Tree will close the portal.”

    “And we’re meant to open the portal, and restore the connection to the land,” Fjörna murmured to herself. She looked up, her dark eyes panicked as she turned from first Naima to Ylva. “How could we possibly do all that?” she whispered.

    It was Ylva who responded, her countenance solemn as she looked upon her. “You must find the blond man, the one who kidnapped your mother, and retrieve the purple jewel from him. And you,” she said as she turned towards Ichante, “must retrieve the broken pieces of the naemithstone from your father’s crown, and your father’s sword.”

    “How do we initiate the magic, once we have the jewels?” Ichante asked.

    “That, I do not know,” Ylva replied.

    Ichante exchanged a nervous glance with Fjörna. “But if you don’t know, who does?” she asked.

    “I cannot tell you that,” Ylva replied. “Even I have limits to what I can see.”

    “Can’t the moon tell you?”

    Ylva smiled, endeared by her question. “I do not decide what the moon shows me. She has her own purpose with the things she shares. I can only assume that in keeping this from me, you will journey down the path you must take to find the answer.”

    “But what’s the point in that? Why keep it a secret from us?” Ichante asked, her tone edged with anger.

    “Sometimes in the journey of seeking answers, we build the strength we need to continue down the path,” Ylva replied. “Perhaps you need to grow, and change, before you are ready to know more.”

    Ichante pushed roughly out of her chair, reaching out at the last moment to keep it from falling. She paced across the room, running her hands distractedly through her hair. “Riddles,” she muttered. “Always more riddles.”

    Fjörna stared after her as she paced back and forth, vaguely aware of the dull ache that filled her chest. She turned towards Ylva, both humbled and overwhelmed by everything she’d just told them.

    “Is there anything else you can tell us?” she asked.

    At her question, Ichante grew still, her face half turned in their direction.

    “Alas, that is all I know,” Ylva replied. “Perhaps more will be shown to me, but for the time being, that is all I have to share.”

    “I don’t even know how to begin,” Fjörna murmured.

    “Today has been a good start,” Naima said. “I am sure the rest will become clear in time. But for now, we go home, and you continue to learn and grow, developing your powers and building your strength. You will know when the time is right to do something more.”

    “And until then, do nothing?” Fjörna asked.

    “Returning home is not nothing!” Naima exclaimed. “The path forward sometimes involves standing still. You have much yet to learn, and to leave too soon will only prolong your journey, and perhaps keep it from ever reaching its conclusion.”

    “She speaks the truth,” Ylva interjected. “You will know when the time is right. You’ve come this far, and that leads me to believe that you are listening. All you can do is keep listening, and continue to grow in the meantime.”

    “What about me?” Ichante asked. Her voice was rough and choppy, like the sea in a storm.

    Ylva turned to face her, her eyes widening as she took in the sight of her squared shoulders and the resolute tilt of her jaw. The princess’ brown eyes glistened with an internal fire, radiating a fierce intensity that made her pause. For the first time since meeting her, Ylva felt like she was beholding royalty.

    “You will return to the palace,” she said. “And beyond that, your path is your own. The moon tells me you will find your way.”

    “But how can I, after everything I’ve just heard? How can I go back as if nothing has happened?”

    “I do not mean for you to go back as if nothing has happened!” Ylva exclaimed. “I mean for you to go forward! But to do that, you must see your past with new eyes. Only then, can you truly leave it behind. Only then, will you know the way onward. And only then, will you know what to do.”

    Ichante sat down, pressing the heels of her palms against her eyes.

    “What is it?” Fjörna asked. She reached out to place a hand on her back.

    “My father,” Ichante grumbled without lifting her face. “I don’t know what to do about my father.”

    “What do you mean?” Fjörna said.

    Ichante sat up straight, turning to stare at her with tortured eyes. “Wouldn’t it be easier to just let him die? Then I could be queen and put a stop to it all.”

    “Put a stop to what?” Fjörna asked.

    Ichante tore her gaze away, closing her eyes in a vain attempt to separate herself from the words she spoke. “He’s already begun,” she rasped.

    “Begun what?”

    “Hunting people down. Imprisoning them, and even killing them if he thinks they may be dangerous.”

    Fjörna dropped her hand, meeting Naima’s eyes across the table.

    “If he’s doing that, I doubt he’s working alone,” Naima remarked. “I suspect he has a system in place to ensure it continues after he’s gone.” She turned to the princess, her eyes grave. “You might be putting yourself in danger if you try to change things too quickly.”

    “Even as queen?”

    “Aye,” Naima replied. “Even as queen. You need to discover what dangers surround the throne. Whom you can trust, and who may work against you.”

    “And what of my father?” Ichante asked. “Perhaps if he knew the truth, he would help me to change things.”

    “Do you really believe that?” Ylva asked.

    She narrowed her eyes, and again Ichante felt the weight of her gaze pierce her skin. Ichante squirmed, knowing that with those eyes fixed on her she couldn’t lie, not even to herself.

    “No,” she muttered. “I don’t believe it.”

    “Then what will you do?” Fjörna asked.

    “I can’t just let him die,” Ichante whispered. “He’s my father.”

    “You can only do what you can do,” Ylva said. “Your path will become clear, because in the end, it will be the only one you can take.”

    Ichante snapped her head up, clutching at the kernel of hope her words implied. “Then you’ll still help me?” she said. “You’ll help me to heal him?”

    “I will help you,” Ylva replied. She stood, stretching her neck slowly from side to side and rotating her shoulders back as she stretched her chest open. “Come,” she said. “It’s time to get some sleep. In the morning, we will pick a flower from the sacred pool, and I will help you to transform it.”

    Naima stood, gathering the empty plates into her hands. Ylva reached out to place a hand on her shoulder, stopping her. She smiled, and Ichante was reminded of two simple women, with nothing particularly special about them besides a very old and loving friendship.

    “Nay,” Ylva said. “I will take care of that. You ready yourself for bed.”

    “Are you sure?” Naima asked.

    “Of course,” Ylva replied. “You are my guests.” She nodded towards the bed. “I think two of you might sleep there, and I can set up a cot for the third.”

    “Where will you sleep?” Ichante asked.

    Ylva smiled and looked up towards the ceiling of the cave. “With the moon. When the weather permits, I like to sleep in the glade. In my other form, of course.”

    “Should I check on the horses?” Fjörna asked.

    “There is no need,” Ylva replied. “They are quite content in the clearing.”

    “How do you know?” Fjörna asked.

    Ylva closed her eyes, her smile broadening. “Because I can feel the mountain, and everything on it.”

    Ichante stared at her mulishly from across the room. Ylva opened her eyes, her gaze fixing on the princess. Ichante gasped, and took a half step back, feeling as if her deepest, most obstinate reservations had been exposed. She tore her gaze away, knowing that there was no hiding from their hostess, no chance of believing in anything other than the truth. She felt tears spring to her eyes, and roughly wiped them away, wishing for the hundredth time that the world were other than what it was.

    As Ylva watched her, she felt a surge of compassion build in her chest. She was well aware of the struggle the princess faced, having herself encountered impossible choices in her youth, choices that divided her heart, practically breaking it in two. She crossed the room, placing a gentle hand on Ichante’s shoulder. Her voice was low and soft when she spoke, and Ichante looked up, surprised by the kindness in her tone.

    “Now ready yourself for bed, Your Highness. Your road is far from over, and a good night’s sleep will be just the thing to revitalize you for the days ahead.”

    As Ylva turned away, Ichante glanced at Fjörna, silently jerking her head towards the curtain. Curious, Fjörna followed her as she crossed the room, slipping past the curtain and out into the dim passageway. They paused, allowing their eyes to become accustomed to the dark before continuing outside.

    The moon was just rising, casting a soft glow over the landscape. Ichante inhaled deeply, closing her eyes. The air felt cool and calming on her skin, which was a great relief as her insides felt on fire. Her body was tense as a bowstring, her jaw rigid with held back tears. She had meant to speak with Fjörna, but now, as she stood under the moon, she felt overcome with feelings and unable to say even a single word. She squatted in the dirt, covering her face with her hands, and allowed herself to finally cry. Fjörna bent down beside her, resting a hand upon her back and making small circles with her palm.

    Ichante’s whole body shook as she sobbed, making her legs give way. She collapsed onto the ground, her legs sprawled in the dirt. Fjörna dropped to her knees and gathered her into her arms, gently pressing Ichante’s head against her chest.

    “It’s your father, isn’t it?” she murmured.

    At her words, Ichante burrowed her face deeper into Fjörna’s chest. She began to cry, her voice escaping in thick sobs. “I don’t know what to do!” she wailed.

    “I think you do,” Fjörna said.

    Ichante pulled back so that she could look directly in her eyes. “I can’t kill him, if that’s what you mean,” she rasped.

    “I know,” Fjörna said. She reached out to tuck a loose strand of hair behind Ichante’s ear. “I mean, eventually you’ll have to leave him, and forge your own path.”

    “It means turning away from everything,” Ichante moaned.

    “But to do anything else means turning away from yourself,” Fjörna whispered. She cupped Ichante’s face in her hands, her fingers both gentle and firm. “If there’s anything I’ve learned about you, these past few days, it’s that you have an honest spirit, and it eats at you to live a lie.”

    “But he’s my father!” she whispered.

    “I know,” Fjörna said.

    She pulled Ichante close, gently swaying back and forth, and looked up at the moon as she held her.

    
    Chapter Thirty

     

    
     

    The Flower

     

    Ichante grimaced in her sleep, her face contorted in anguish. She was dreaming of her father. In her dream, he was healthy and strong, with a fierce glint in his eyes that uncomfortably reminded her of herself. He was standing in the throne room with his sword raised high above his head, the golden-brown jewel glimmering in the sunlight as it poured in through the many windows that lined the hall. She flinched as he laughed, his voice booming throughout the chamber. She looked around, trying to figure out what was going on. It was then that her father lowered his sword and nodded towards one of the guards.

    The guard disappeared, only to reappear a moment later with Fjörna. She was trying to wrench free of his hands, but her ankles and wrists were bound in heavy shackles, and she couldn’t get the leverage she needed. He shoved her across the floor, and she stumbled over her rags, nearly falling. Ichante tried to race to her side, but no matter how she tried to move, her feet were fixed to the ground. She looked down at her boots, horrified as she realized she was helpless to stop her father.

    Her father grabbed Fjörna as she neared the throne, his eyes crackling with madness as he yanked her around so that she faced Ichante. “This is what you chose over me?” he hissed.

    “Father, it’s not what you think!” Ichante cried. “She doesn’t mean you any harm!” She tried to jerk her boots free from the floor, but they still wouldn’t budge.

    “Then why keep her a secret, Daughter?”

    “I didn’t want you to hurt her!” she cried.

    “It’s too late now,” he growled.

    He shoved Fjörna onto the floor, making her cry out in pain as her knees hit the cold, hard stone. Ichante tugged with all her might, trying to free her feet from the ground, her muscles screaming from the strain of her struggle. But still they remained fixed. Helpless, she watched as he lifted the sword high overhead, gripping it between his two hands.

    He met her eyes, grinning maniacally as he paused. “Now you will see her for what she really is,” he jeered. “Nothing.”

    She watched as the sword began to slice through the air, descending in slow motion towards her neck. Fjörna met her eyes, her expression both calm and sad, as if forgiving Ichante for her helplessness. In that moment, Ichante knew that she would rather die than watch her father kill her friend. She raised her hand, in a vain attempt to stop his blow, and awoke.

    She sat up in the dark, shaking all over. Her body was drenched in sweat, and her heart was racing. She looked sharply towards the left, her eyes narrowing as she searched for Fjörna. The cave was nearly black, but in the threads of light that reached in past the curtain, she could just make out the sleeping forms of Naima and Fjörna sprawled across the bed. Relieved, she looked away. Her heart still pounded from the overwhelming terror of a moment before. She shifted to the edge of the cot, letting her legs dangle over the side as she steadied her breath, bringing herself back to the present.

    She thought about going back to sleep, but the dream lingered on the edge of her mind, making her afraid to close her eyes. Instead she reached for her clothes, doing her best to dress in the dark without rousing the others, and slipped past the curtain. The sun had yet to rise, but even so the sky was filled with dawn’s early light. She squinted as she looked up, heartened by its soft ubiquitous glow. She took a deep breath, and in the faint mist that hovered over the mountain, she felt her heartbeat finally slow.

    The air was cool and moist on her face, dampening her cheeks. She inhaled again, letting the breath sink all the way into her belly, and looked down the path that led towards the clearing. The mist was vague and grey, an indistinct veil that she could nonetheless see through. She trudged along the path, her heart still heavy and sore from the dream. The image of her father hovered in her mind, his sword gripped in his hands and that mad, frenzied grin fixed to his face. She shook her head, trying to free herself from the memory of his expression, which in her experience was so unlike him.

    She paused when she arrived at the clearing, stunned by the early morning beauty. She felt something rouse within her, something akin to hope as she looked slowly around, drinking in the tranquility of the scene. To the east, the sky was shifting from mauve purple to periwinkle blue, the high, thin clouds changing from delicate peach to creamy white. As she watched, the air continued to brighten, until eventually the whole bottom half of the sky shimmered with a pale, golden light. The dusky trees that lined the glade were slightly obscured by the fog, but as the minutes passed the grey haze dissipated. She smiled, watching as the trees disentangled themselves from the thick, misty blanket they’d adorned themselves with in the night. Above her, a flash of red caught her attention. Startled, she looked up and watched as the mountain peak came alive with garish color, the snowy summit blinding as it caught the first rays of light.

    She felt the hairs on her skin rise as she sensed another presence. Turning, she looked across the clearing and saw a giant white bear. It stood, facing towards the east as it patiently waited for the sun to rise up over the trees and envelop it in light. Gradually, the sun rose higher, until it emerged in an instant, peeking over the treetops and enlivening the glade with its unyielding glow. It was only then that the bear turned towards her, and even from across the clearing Ichante could tell that it recognized her.

    Gathering her courage, Ichante slowly approached, her eyes wary as she gazed at its large, white face. It sat on its haunches, waiting for her to come closer. As she neared it, she noticed that its fur was more cream colored than white, especially so in the soft morning light. She reached out tentatively, letting her fingers sink into its thick, plush coat, until her hand pressed up against its warm skin.

    “Ylva?” she whispered.

    The bear peered down at her, and as she looked up into its face, she recognized Ylva’s dark brown eyes. Ichante felt her insides tremble as the bear’s gaze penetrated deep inside of her. She took a half step back, allowing her hands to drop to her sides, and waited. The bear began to radiate a soft glowing light, and as the moments passed the light built in strength, until it was so intense that it blinded her. She closed her eyes on reflex, and when she opened them again Ylva stood before her, standing calmly in her human form. Her silvery-white hair still retained a hint of the glowing light, but as the moments passed it dissipated, until her hair appeared merely shiny in the light from the sun.

    She inclined her head in greeting. “Ichante.”

    “You really are a bear,” Ichante breathed.

    Ylva’s lips formed into a half smile. “Sometimes,” she replied.

    On the other side of the glade, the horses stood grazing. Her black stallion lifted his head, gazing briefly at them, before lowering it again to continue nibbling at the lush green grass that covered the clearing.

    Ylva rested a hand on her shoulder. “Come,” she said. “Join me for a drink.”

    As they walked towards the creek, Ichante stole a furtive glance, wondering how it was that she could be both bear and human. Her heart hammered in her chest and she looked away, instead focusing her attention on the mountain in an attempt to suppress the anxiety that threatened to overwhelm her.

    Ylva bent down by the creek and dipped her hands beneath its cool, clear surface. As she leaned over, her hair fell around her face, hiding her from sight as she lifted her cupped hands up towards her mouth.

    “How do you do it?” Ichante asked.

    Ylva glanced up, her lips still wet from drinking. She shifted her hair to the other side of her face so that she had a clear view of Ichante. “Do what?” she asked.

    Her eyes were kindly as they peered up at Ichante, unperturbed by the princess’ obvious discomfort. Small droplets of water lingered on her lips, softly glistening in the morning light. Her tunic was darkened in two places, and Ichante realized that as she had bent over the creek, she had dribbled water down her front, leaving dark marks in the cloth. Ichante’s eyes widened in surprise as it dawned on her that for all Ylva’s mysterious grandeur, she was still a woman who could muss her clothes. It was this simple moment of understanding that finally put Ichante at ease. Her hands, which had been unconsciously clenched, relaxed as she grasped the simple truth of their shared humanity. Pleased, Ylva’s eyes crinkled at the edges, for she had sensed the subtle change that had taken place in the princess. Ichante smiled in response, oddly comforted by her uncanny ability to perceive the unseen.

    “How do you change into a bear?” she asked.

    Ylva smiled, as if she found the question amusing. “How do you speak?” she countered.

    Ichante’s eye twitched in surprise. She continued to stare at Ylva, her gaze going over the older woman’s face as if she were combing through sand, searching for a lost key. She felt like she was on the edge of understanding something profound; something that lay at the root of all her uncertainty. But it was just out of grasp, and as the seconds ticked by she felt her jaw harden with frustration and confusion, and dropped her gaze.

    Ylva stood, wiping her mouth dry with the back of her hand. Tilting her head to one side, she gazed at Ichante, considering her. “What troubles you, Your Highness?” she asked.

    Ichante briefly met her eyes before looking away. The memory of her dream, which had yet to fully leave her, returned with full force. She shivered as a chill coursed through her, and wrapped her arms around herself, rubbing her arms vigorously.

    Ylva narrowed her eyes, looking past the surface. “Something in your sleep, perhaps?” she said.

    Ichante closed her eyes, sighing heavily. “I dreamt of my father,” she whispered. Her voice was so quiet that Ylva had to lean in close just to hear her. “He was healthy and strong, and was about to kill Fjörna.”

    “He said something to you, didn’t he?”

    Ichante nodded, opening her eyes. “He said that I chose her over him, and he would show me that she was nothing.”

    “What is it you fear?” Ylva asked.

    Her voice was as soft as the early morning breeze, as though she were speaking to a doe, taking care not to startle it away. Ichante felt soothed by it, and closed her eyes, allowing herself to probe at the darkness that loomed around her heart. Slowly, it unfurled, until she could see that which she truly feared. She opened her eyes, meeting Ylva’s gaze before answering.

    “I fear that I have to choose at all, and that by choosing I will sentence one half of my heart to death, no matter the choice I make.”

    Ylva nodded, and turned to squint up at the sun. “We all must make a choice at some point in our lives, and often it feels as you describe.”

    “How do you make a choice like that?” Ichante asked.

    “You wait, until it’s not a choice.”

    “What do you mean?”

    Ylva gave a great sigh, and turned to regard her solemnly. “There will come a day when it won’t feel like a choice anymore, when you aren’t weighing two options in your hands. On that day, when you have fully acknowledged and embraced who you are, the choice will be easy. It may still hurt, but it will not break you into pieces.”

    “I don’t see how a choice like that could ever be easy,” Ichante growled. “I love my father,” she declared.

    Ylva calmly observed her, noting the firmness of her jaw and the way her eyes were wet with held back tears. “He still holds your heart,” she replied. “That’s why you couldn’t stop him from killing Fjörna. That’s why your feet were fixed to the ground.”

    Ichante gasped. She hadn’t told her that part of the dream. “How did you know that?” she asked.

    Ylva smiled, her brown eyes soft and compassionate. “I see much in the world of dreams,” she replied. “One day, you will hold your heart yourself, and you will be able to stop him. Then, you will be able to free her.”

    Ichante swallowed hard. Her chest began to ache, and she slipped a hand beneath her coat, pressing it flat against her breastbone. Her heart pounded with such ferocity that she could feel it through the layers of fabric.

    “Come,” Ylva said. “The others will be waking soon and hungry for breakfast. After that, we’ll see to your flower.”

     

    
     

    As they came back down the path, Ichante felt an ease in their shared silence. She glanced over at the older woman, smiling instinctually when Ylva met her gaze. The air abounded with birdsong, the landscape awash with soft rays of sunlight that filtered down through the tree branches. Ichante looked around, marveling at the vibrant green moss that covered some of the tree trunks; even the forest floor glistened with a haze of gold. Her heart felt buoyed by something unnamable, and she inhaled deeply, allowing the beauty of the forest to fill her.

    As they rounded the bend, the cave came into view. Fjörna and Naima were seated on a large boulder, deep in conversation. They didn’t seem to notice their approach until Taavi came bounding from out of the forest. He jogged over to Ichante, his eyes as bright as the birdsong. She knelt down in the dirt, scratching him behind the ears as he butted up against her chest. She grinned and looked up, meeting Fjörna’s eyes.

    The girl was staring in surprise, astonished at Taavi’s display of affection. Naima said something, and Fjörna quickly turned back to her mentor, but her attention was no longer fixed on the conversation. She stole a look over her shoulder, a small smile playing on her lips. Ichante found herself smiling back, and again Fjörna looked away, this time with a faint blush blooming on her cheeks.

    Naima watched her apprentice for a moment, her lips pursed in thought, and then glanced curiously at Ichante. Ichante and Ylva were making their way towards the cavemouth, Taavi padding leisurely beside them. As they neared, Naima slid down off the boulder, wiping her backside free of dirt and twigs, and addressed the princess. “Did you sleep well?” she asked.

    Ichante glanced towards Ylva. “Mostly,” she replied.

    “Good,” Naima said. “We have a long road home.”

    “I’ll tend to breakfast,” Ylva said. “Why don’t you three pick a flower, and after the meal you can be on your way.”

    “Thank you, old friend,” Naima replied. “I do wish we could stay for a longer visit, but something in my heart tells me that His Majesty needs us to return soon.”

    At her words, Ichante’s chest clenched with sudden panic. “You think my father’s health has worsened?” she asked.

    “I believe so, Your Highness,” Naima replied. “In the night, I had a dream that told me as much. Normally, I don’t have any access to the sight, but here on the mountain,” she paused, sharing a smile with Ylva, “I find that I can see more than I usually can.”

    “What did you see?” Ichante asked.

    “I didn’t see, so much as feel. The help Cindri gave to him has worn off, and he is in great pain. I fear not so much for his death, as for what he might say to those around him if he thinks the end is near, and you not by his side.”

    “You mean Lorcan,” Ichante said. “You fear my father will tell him of the false history, and task him with its upkeep.”

    “Who’s Lorcan?” Naima asked.

    “My cousin,” Ichante replied grimly. “He’s next in line to the throne after me. My father hopes that I will marry him.”

    Naima nodded slowly. “That may be the person I sense. We must hurry then; the more people who share your father’s views, the harder I believe your path to be.”

    Ichante looked determinedly around, squinting into the trees. “Where is the flower we seek?”

    “I’ll leave you to it,” Ylva interrupted. She shared a fleeting glance with Naima, deep and full of meaning, hinting at the layers of a friendship that had gone back a lifetime, before turning towards the cavemouth.

    Naima watched as she walked away, the creases on her face exuding a tender grief that startled Ichante out of her worry. Ichante followed her gaze, appreciating for the first time the pain of isolation that Naima must feel in her everyday life, and the constant state of secrecy that had compelled her to distance herself from those she cared for.

    As soon as Ylva was lost from sight, Naima turned to the princess, her eyes bright with suppressed tears. “This way,” she said curtly. She nodded towards the trees and marched into their midst before they had a chance to respond.

    Ichante and Fjörna scrambled after her, following as she disappeared into the dense foliage. They picked their way carefully through the underbrush, stepping over broken branches and skirting around an old, fallen trunk that was hollowed out and covered in moss. Twigs snapped underfoot, and above them the canopy was thick with spring growth, giving the sun scant access to the forest floor. Ahead of them, Naima moved with brisk purpose, and they hurried to keep up, quickly losing sight of the cave.

    “This way,” she called again, before disappearing behind a clump of trees.

    Ichante followed after her, nearly bumping into her as she circled around a wide trunk. Naima had stopped at the edge of a large pool of murky water. There was something about the pond that bespoke majestic dignity, as though it carried the weight of a sacred temple. Ichante felt the silence press in on her, and she stilled her breath, sensing that the very air bent down and whispered for her to hush. A thick mist hovered over the pond, obscuring the other side from sight.

    She watched as Naima stepped even closer to the water’s edge, and raised her hands high above her head, her palms spread open to the forest ceiling. Ichante’s eyes grew wide with wonder as she saw the mist seemingly respond to Naima’s beckoning. Fjörna, who was standing just beside her, likewise stared in amazement at the show of magic; she had never before seen Naima do something quite like this. The mist lifted high into the treetops, curling through the upper branches and leaving only a slight grey haze on the pond far beneath.

    Ichante could see that the water was dotted with massive, thick green leaves that floated atop its surface. A handful of the leaves were adorned with a single, glorious flower; each had large white petals tipped with purple, the center of every blossom a golden color as radiant as the sun. There was something about the flowers that invoked light, even in the dark; that aroused hope, even in the face of despair. Ichante felt her heart crack open at the sight of such delicate beauty, unconsciously receiving the silent blessing that each blossom bestowed.

    Naima clasped her hands in front of her and bowed, murmuring a prayer of gratitude under her breath. She bent down and dipped her hands beneath the murky surface. Cupping a large green leaf, she lifted it free of the water, handling it with a care that implied deep respect. Ichante could see that the base of the leaf was affixed to a long stem that led far down into the depths of the pool, rooting, she could only assume, into the muddy bottom. From a small sheath fastened at her waist, Naima withdrew a tiny knife and with one sure motion sliced the leaf free of the stem, taking the flower with it. Lifting the leaf between her hands, she stood at the edge of the water and bowed her head, her eyes closed as she gave silent thanks to the pond, and the gift of the blossom.

    Then she turned and briefly met Ichante’s eyes, before walking away from the pool. Ichante turned to follow, but paused when she noticed Fjörna hadn’t moved. Fjörna was standing at the edge of the pond, her hands clasped in front of her as she murmured a prayer of thanks. Ichante shifted to stand alongside her and bowed her head in gratitude. Fjörna looked up at her in surprise, and smiled. Ichante shrugged her shoulders, almost sheepishly, and grinned. She was learning to view magic with awe and respect, instead of fear, and was pleased that Fjörna had noticed. They turned away from the pond in unison, and followed Naima back towards the cave.

    When they returned, Ylva greeted them with steaming bowls of porridge sprinkled with crushed hazelnuts, and again Ichante was startled by the contrast of sacred wisdom directly entwined with simple, earthy life. Ylva, who she had come to consider as ancient in her insight as the mountain they stood upon, seemed equally at ease in an apron embroidered with sunflowers. Ichante felt baffled by the confluence of myth and the mundane, and she took her bowl with some hesitation, her gaze flitting back and forth from the wondrous blossom in Naima’s hands, to the modest sunflowers sewn on Ylva’s apron.

    It wasn’t until they were done eating, and the horses gathered and ready for travel, that Ylva turned to the flower. Naima held the blossom up between her two hands, as though she were holding an offering up to the sky. Ylva’s silvery-white hair began to glisten, until it shone with such brilliance that they were forced to close their eyes. When Ichante looked again, Ylva stood before them in her bear form, her creamy fur lustrous and soft in the mid-morning light. Ylva bowed her head until she was mere inches from the flower, and exhaled a stream of warm air onto its petals. Before her eyes, Ichante watched as the petals turned from white with purple tips, to an iridescent blue, the center of the flower transforming from golden yellow to a rich, vermilion red, reminiscent of the sun at the brink of setting. Naima bowed her head, lowering the blossom until she held it just in front of her chest.

    “Thank you, old friend,” she said.

    She tucked the flower into a satchel, and stored it in one of her saddlebags. Again, Ylva’s fur began to shine with such intensity that they were forced to look away. When Ichante opened her eyes, Ylva stood before them in her human form, replete with her sunflower apron.

    “It should maintain its freshness, even if it takes a full week for you to get back to the palace,” Ylva said.

    “That should give us enough time,” Naima replied. She reached out to grip her arm, squeezing it gently before turning to push up into her saddle. Looking down, she smiled sadly. “I don’t know when next I’ll be able to visit,” she said.

    Mirroring her smile, Ylva reached up to hold her hand. “It’s time I came to you,” she replied. “Besides, it’s been far too long since I last saw my son. A trip to the sea is long overdue.”

    “Shall I tell him to expect you?”

    “Nay,” Ylva said. “I’ll send a message by bird to alert the both of you of my coming.”

    Naima nodded, squeezing her hand in silent farewell. Cindri, who was already situated in his fur-lined cup, gave a long yowl, his green eyes wide and full of expression. Ylva laughed, and reached out to stroke him once along the length of his back, before stepping away and watching as they ambled down the trail.

    “Thank you, Ylva,” Ichante said. She was standing awkwardly by her horse, unsure whether to shake the older woman’s hand or embrace her. Grinning, Ylva wrapped her arms around the princess in a short embrace, ruffling her hair as she stepped away. Again, Fjörna was reminded vaguely of Björn, and his sweet physicality.

    Ylva watched as Ichante mounted her steed. “I’m glad I could help,” she said. “You have a long road ahead of you.” She paused, turning towards Fjörna. “You both do. But I have confidence you will know what to do, and when.”

    Her gaze lingered on Fjörna, taking in the rich, bronze coloring of her skin, her thickset, sturdy stance, and her quiet presence. She reached out, gathering the black-haired girl into her arms. “You are everything Björn said you were,” she whispered. “It has been a great pleasure to meet you.”

    “Thank you, Ylva,” Fjörna replied. She looked up shyly, briefly meeting the older woman’s eyes, before mounting into the saddle. With a slight cluck of her tongue, she nudged Kainoa along the trail, following after Naima.

    Ylva watched as she rode away, Taavi slowly loping alongside.

    Ichante glanced once more in Ylva’s direction, hesitating.

    “What is it, Your Highness?” Ylva asked.

    “What do I do, if I need help?”

    “I will be watching from afar, and sending what help I can,” Ylva replied. She stepped closer, resting her hand on the princess’ leg. “But should you need more help than I am able to give, find a way to send word to Naima. She is not only wise, but has resources in the world of humans that I do not.”

    Ichante nodded soberly. “I feel as if I am facing an unknown world, shrouded in a thick mist. And I don’t know where to step next.”

    Ylva squeezed her thigh in a silent show of understanding. Her dark eyes were solemn and full of kindness as she peered up at her. “Just remember to listen to your heart. Even when you feel lost, it will guide you onward. As long as you can feel your heart, you will never be entirely alone.”

    With a silent nod, Ichante covered Ylva’s hand with her own, holding it for a moment before letting go. Ylva stepped back, watching as the princess slowly rode away, her eyes fixed on her form until Ichante disappeared around the bend.

    

  
    Chapter Thirty-One

     

    
     

    Trouble in the Woods

     

    Ichante squinted up at the sky, taking note of the sun. It was sinking towards the west, giving them just another couple hours of sunlight.

    “What is it?” Fjörna asked.

    “I think we’ll make it to the Hawthorne Inn by sundown,” Ichante said.

    “Do you know how much further the road is?”

    “Aye. Perhaps another three or four miles.”

    Naima was riding a little ways ahead, and she glanced back with a smile. “I would dearly love to sleep in a bed tonight,” she commented. “I hope you’re right.”

    Ichante laughed. “The ground has grown rather hard, hasn’t it?” She paused, and turned towards Fjörna. “Will the wolves be escorting us all the way back to the palace?”

    “Nay. I haven’t sensed them since we broke camp this morning.”

    Ichante nodded, but didn’t respond.

    They continued on in silence, each thinking her own thoughts. Ichante wondered if her father’s condition had worsened. He was never far from her mind, not since the dream she’d had on the mountain a few days before; not since Naima had conveyed her premonition that his health was failing. There was a voice in the back of her mind that hoped they wouldn’t return to the palace in time, and that he would die knowing that she had done her utmost to save him. If he died, the voice said, her choice would be that much simpler. Harder, perhaps, in that she didn’t exactly know what she was facing, but at least she wouldn’t be contending with her divided heart. It was a small voice, but there nonetheless, and she felt guilty about it. She wasn’t conscious that her hands were tightening imperceptibly around the reins. But her horse, ever attuned to each motion and mood, fidgeted with uneasiness. She forced herself to breathe, and reached down to stroke his neck, as much to calm herself as to calm him.

    Fjörna rode a few paces behind her. She was watching the princess from the rear, her eyes thoughtful as she contemplated all that had happened since she’d met Ichante. Strong in her mind was the kiss they’d shared the night before reaching the mountain. It had been only a moment, but it had turned her whole world on its head. Everything she thought she knew about the life available to her had changed. And not just because of the prophecy. That kiss had awoken a woman in her heart, and the girl she had been was starting to slip away. Was it possible to share a life with a woman instead of a man? It certainly seemed more imaginable since that night. She wondered if Streya might be open to such a life. It would be hard, she was sure of that. Especially given the secrets she now carried, secrets that defined the kingdom and her place in it. Not to mention what her family might think, or do, or the rest of Mjönes for that matter. But would it be any harder than turning away from her feelings? She swallowed hard, and found herself sitting a little taller in the saddle. Turning away from feelings such as these seemed near to impossible. She only hoped that Streya felt the same.

    The trees were dense, making their progress slow, and the dimming light didn’t make it any easier. It was soft, and indirect, the sun having slipped long ago behind the canopies of the trees. Fjörna glanced around, looking for Taavi, but he had disappeared somewhere in the thick foliage. She smiled, pleased on his behalf that at least he wasn’t limited to a slow walk. She encouraged Kainoa forward, so that she was a bit closer to Ichante.

    “Ichante?”

    The princess glanced over, secretly relieved to have a respite from her thoughts. “Aye?”

    “Why does your father let you live the way you do?”

    “How do you mean?”

    “Well, what happened the other night, between us,” Fjörna paused as her cheeks grew red, but forced herself to continue. “It seemed as if that wasn’t the first time you had done something like that.”

    Ichante gave a half smile, but her eyes were heavy with sadness. “My father doesn’t know about that,” she said. “He wouldn’t approve.”

    “But you do it anyway?”

    “Aye. What other choice do I have? I think I’d dry up and die if I didn’t.”

    “What will you do? I mean, about marriage?”

    Ichante sighed and steered her horse around a fallen tree. The air had grown chilly, and she reached behind her to unbuckle her long, brown coat from the bedroll. She shrugged it on, adjusting her archery quiver and sword before answering Fjörna’s question. “I’m still trying to figure that out,” she said. “My father wants me to marry my cousin, Lorcan. I’ve known him since I was a child, and in many respects it would be a good match.” She heard a rustle in the underbrush and peered to the left, searching for what had made the sound. There didn’t seem to be anything there, and so she glanced back at Fjörna, resuming the conversation. “I told him about my proclivity for women, just before we left for the mountain.”

    Fjörna gasped in disbelief. “You told your cousin?”

    “Aye. He seemed pretty broken up about it.”

    “You trusted him with your secret?”

    Ichante nodded slowly. “I did,” she said. “I felt I owed it to him. And besides, he may yet be my husband.”

    “Even with how you feel?”

    Ichante shrugged, the motion one of defeat. “I don’t think I have many choices open to me given the fact that I’ll be queen.”

    Fjörna grew silent. Ichante, who had moments before seemed so singular, felt just as trapped as any other woman she had ever met. “I’m sorry,” she said.

    Ichante waved a hand, brushing her sympathy aside. “It’s not your fault. Besides, I don’t plan on changing my habits in that regard. The only thing that might change is that I’ll be married while I pursue them.”

    “Do you think your cousin would be supportive of that?”

    “I wouldn’t marry him if he wasn’t.”

    Fjörna nodded, again growing silent. From the first moment she had seen Ichante, she had felt her conception of womanhood challenged, and not just because of the clothes she wore. Ichante had felt daring and brave, demanding rather than demure, and resolutely self-sufficient. All these qualities, Fjörna had come to associate with men. Somehow, it didn’t surprise her, that in the face of marriage, Ichante was still setting the board, making it possible for her to live the way that made her happy.

    “Why did your father raise you the way he did?” Fjörna asked.

    Ichante laughed with surprise. “What do you mean? How did he raise me?”

    “To be more like a man than a woman.”

    “You mean with the way I dress?”

    “Nay. I mean, with the way you don’t seem to need anybody.”

    Ichante’s smile disappeared and her eyes grew distant. She glanced off into the woods, but Fjörna could tell that her gaze had turned inward, on a memory far beneath the surface.

    “Ever since I was a small child, I’ve been drawn to more masculine pursuits. I don’t know why—I guess I was just born that way. I recall trying to unsheathe my father’s sword when I was five, but it was too heavy to budge. Even so, it worried my mother to no end. She didn’t want me going near things like that. She steered me in a different direction, with my father’s support of course. She tried to get me excited about deportment, and dancing, and music—all the things that a proper young lady should know. The only thing I really enjoyed was the flute. I can’t tell you how many dresses I had in my closet as a young child. I wasn’t interested in wearing a single one of them. But it pleased my mother to see me in them, and it made me happy to please her, so I didn’t rebel. At least, not very much.

    “That all changed when I was seven. It was near to the autumn harvest; I remember, because the air had grown cold so quickly. One day it still felt like summer, and the next I was bundled in layers of clothes, and my handmaiden was airing out my winter cloak. My father had been touring the kingdom, and had been gone for about six months. When he returned, my mother was beside herself with joy.” Ichante allowed herself a small smile, her eyes bright as she exchanged a quick glance with Fjörna. “They really did love each other. It’s one of the things I remember most.”

    Fjörna nodded, but didn’t interrupt.

    Ichante swallowed down a lump in her throat and peered once more into the woods. “A few days after he returned, my father decided to take my mother on a picnic. It would soon grow too cold for such a venture, and he wanted to lie out under the open sky with her one final time before hiding away for the entirety of winter. So they packed up blankets and pillows, and baskets of the kitchen’s finest, and rode off into the forest. As always, a small escort of knights went with them to carry all their supplies and protect them from danger. One of them was Emery.”

    “The man who escorted us from Mjönes to the palace?”

    “Aye, the very same. He’s the one who told me what happened in the woods. It was late in the afternoon, and they were on their way back to the palace. A snake startled my mother’s horse, and the mare grew wild with fear. Even an accomplished horseman would have had a difficult time handling such a horse, and my mother was far from skilled. She fell, and hit her head on a boulder. It knocked her unconscious, and she never woke up. Cornelius, my father’s chief physician, said that she bled inside her skull and there was nothing he could do to stop it.”

    “Ichante, I’m so sorry,” Fjörna said quietly.

    “Thank you,” Ichante murmured. A single tear had escaped and was sliding slowly down her cheek. She dashed it away with the back of her hand before continuing. “My father was inconsolable. He barely spoke two words to me that entire winter.”

    “That’s terrible!”

    Ichante nodded. “But understandable. Emery told me once that I look like my mother, and that was why my father couldn’t speak to me following the accident.”

    “Do you?”

    “A bit. Especially when I dress like a lady. She also had strawberry-blond hair, and sandy-brown eyes, just like me. I like to think she gave them to me. In any case, when he finally awoke to my presence, he insisted that I be trained as any son would be. He said that if my mother had been a better rider, then she might not have fallen. He demanded all my other lessons halt, instead filling my days with lessons in archery, and tracking, and riding, and eventually even swordsmanship. He never wanted to fear losing me, and he never wanted me to rely on anyone else to save me. Perhaps it is only that, that truly sets me apart from other women: I don’t wait to be saved, and I certainly don’t let anyone else make my decisions for me.”

    The princess grew silent, and Fjörna could tell she didn’t feel like conversing anymore. Fjörna didn’t mind; her heart had grown heavy over the course of their dialogue. Hearing about Ichante’s mother had made her think about her own mother, the woman who had died in Naima’s home. She allowed Ichante to pull ahead, so that there was no chance of idle conversation, and instead focused on her own ruminations. She glanced up ahead, catching sight of Naima through the trees. The healer felt Fjörna’s gaze on her and looked back, nodding her head in silent acknowledgment before facing forward once more. Fjörna frowned as she thought yet again about all she had learned on the mountain.

    Her mother, who she had known next to nothing about, had been revealed to her as a kidnapped princess from another world. She had dared to escape, pushing her body literally to the brink of death, in order to give her daughter a chance at life. Fjörna closed her eyes, trusting Kainoa to guide them. She imagined how her mother must have cupped her belly whilst she had been within it. She pictured her mother’s hands, so like her own, with the same bronze coloring and soft creases.

    Suddenly overcome with the need to hold something, she reached for the moon-shaped stone in her pocket, grasping it tightly between her fingers. She held it up so that she could see it clearly, her heart pounding at its semblance to the moon. It was creamy white, with a few scattered grey smudges, just as the moon seemed to her when full. Was it a gift from the moon, she wondered? Was it meant to remind her of a bigger purpose? Of her part in a larger story? Perhaps the moon had been watching over her all these years, and she’d never known it. She pressed the stone between thumb and forefinger, finding comfort in the smooth surface as she slid her thumb gently over it.

    Again, she glanced up towards Naima, wondering why her mentor had never before mentioned the images that gave clues to her mother’s past. Fjörna knew she did nothing without reason, and she trusted her implicitly. But even so, it had felt like a blow to learn of the secrets Naima had kept.

    Fjörna shook her head and tucked the stone back into her pocket. It didn’t do any good to be angry, she told herself. What would the images have meant to her before this moment? They would have only undermined the foundations of her life, creating questions and ruptures in her conception of herself, her family, and the world. Until this moment, she realized, she hadn’t been ready to know of her mother’s past. Until this moment, she hadn’t been equipped to do anything about it.

    The light shifted suddenly, and she frowned, knowing the impossibility of it. She pulled Kainoa up short, and looked slowly around. She knew the quickest way to the carriage road was in the direction they traveled, but for some reason, the forest wanted her to chart another course.

    “Wait,” she called.

    Both Ichante and Naima glanced back.

    “What is it, little one?” Naima asked. “Do you sense something?”

    Fjörna was still peering around with some confusion, but she was sure of the signs, and had learned to trust them. “We should go this way,” she said as she nodded towards the right.

    “That’s foolish,” Ichante said. “The road is just up ahead. We should reach it within the hour if we keep riding north.”

    “I know,” Fjörna replied. “But we should still go east.”

    “Why?”

    “I don’t know. The forest just told me.”

    From up ahead, Naima exchanged a quick glance with Cindri. Where before the tawny cat had been dozing in the fur-lined cup, now his ears were darting left and right as he listened intently for something.

    Ichante looked in the direction Fjörna had pointed. She frowned, knowing that if they veered that far off course, they would likely be riding part of the way in darkness. “I don’t want to travel at night,” she muttered, half to herself.

    Fjörna glanced to the right, hoping for a fraction of a second that she had been wrong, and had misinterpreted the signs. But the light was insistent: that was the way they should go. “I don’t want to travel at night either, but it’s the guidance I’ve been given. We have to trust it.”

    Ichante eyed Fjörna speculatively. From days of traveling by her side, she knew the wisdom of following her advice. She glanced at Naima, hoping to get the healer’s assessment of the situation.

    “Cindri agrees,” Naima remarked. “There’s something out there. I don’t know what it is, but it feels dangerous. We should do as Fjörna says.”

    Ichante looked up at the sky, silently cursing the fading light, and gave a great exhale of defeat. “All right, then. Let’s go east.”

    Fjörna sighed with relief. She had hoped the princess would listen to her, but hadn’t counted on it. Clucking her tongue, she nudged Kainoa towards the right, following quietly behind Ichante.

    As they continued onward, Fjörna was relieved to note that the light seemed to soften, and the trees became less stiff. Even so, she felt an eerie prickly sensation on the back of her neck that wouldn’t go away. There was still something off in the air; the wind moved through the trees erratically, and she sensed that they weren’t quite out of danger. The light continued to dim as the sun sank lower in the sky, and she squinted into the dense forest, searching for something that might explain the unruliness of the wind.

    “What is it?” Ichante asked. “Is something still wrong?”

    “I can’t tell,” Fjörna replied distractedly. “It’s better than it was, but there’s something I’m not getting.” She continued to squint into the woods, searching for Taavi, wishing that he would reunite with them soon.

    “Are we in danger?” Ichante asked. She tensed in her saddle, quickly scanning the countless trees for some sign of movement.

    “I think so,” Fjörna replied.

    Ichante let go of her reins, using her knees to guide her stallion. Wordlessly, she reached for an arrow and fit it to her bow, holding it ready as she continued to peer into the forest.

    Suddenly, Cindri hopped up so that his paws were perched on the edge of the cup, his gaze fixed on a group of trees to their left. “Someone approaches!” Naima whispered urgently.

    It was then that they heard the distinct sound of dirt crunching beneath heavy boots. Ichante quickly shifted in her saddle, aiming the arrow towards a large trunk off to their left. She was so focused on the tree, that she didn’t notice a quiet shadow approach from their rear. It was a man, with tattered clothes and leathery skin from years spent living outdoors. He moved with the careful poise of a hunter, each step falling with practiced silence on the earthen floor, his eyes fixed on Fjörna’s back. Then, quite suddenly, he darted forward and yanked her from the saddle.

    Fjörna shrieked as she was jerked from off Kainoa. Ichante whipped her head around, but was too late to do anything. The man was holding Fjörna roughly against his chest, his eyes rolling dangerously as he pressed a dagger just under her throat. He was thin and wiry, but strong—strong enough to hold her easily with one hand.

    “Don’t move!” he yelled. “Don’t even breathe, or I’ll slit her throat!”

    Ichante paled, but didn’t move; she didn’t want to risk any harm coming to Fjörna. “What do you want?” she asked.

    Another man slipped out from behind the trunk she had been eyeing before. He was tall and broad, with brown, knotted hair that just grazed his shoulders. He wore a leather jerkin, leaving his thick, muscular arms bare. He grinned wolfishly at Ichante, his eyes bold as he looked her up and down. He seemed utterly unconcerned that Ichante still held her bow drawn, with the arrow aimed at his heart. He reached for a dagger and glanced casually down at his hands as he used the blade to shave off a sliver of nail. “What do we want?” he mused. “Well, your weapons for one. And any gold coin that you carry.” He paused, his eyes flitting back up to the princess. “Beyond that, well, we’ll see. It depends on your cooperation.”

    “We don’t carry any gold,” Ichante growled.

    “Oh, I doubt that,” the big man said. He frowned, and glanced over at the wiry man who held Fjörna. “What say you, Seamus? Perhaps you could joggle her memory?”

    “Aye,” the swarthy man rasped. “It would be my pleasure!” He forced Fjörna’s face to the side so that they had a clear view of her neck, and pressed the dagger into her skin until a drop of blood appeared.

    “Wait!” Ichante cried. She lowered her bow, dropping the arrow onto the dirt. “Perhaps I was mistaken,” she said.

    The big man’s grin reappeared. “That’s what I like to hear. Come now, the bow as well.”

    Ichante dropped the bow, wincing as she heard it thud onto the ground.

    “Good girl,” he said. “Now, if you wouldn’t mind, your gold please.”

    Ichante reached underneath her coat, swiftly untying a small satchel from the leather band it was affixed to. She pulled it out slowly, so that they could see it wasn’t a weapon, and tossed it on the ground.

    He sauntered over, sheathing his dagger as he bent down to pick up the satchel. Loosening the top, he peered inside. He gave a low whistle, his eyebrows shooting up in surprise. “Well, look at that,” he said softly. He glanced up at the princess, his eyes roving over her face. “What else are you hiding underneath your coat?” he asked.

    “That’s all we have,” Ichante insisted.

    “Only fools carry all their gold in one place.”

    “Well then, I must be a fool,” Ichante replied bracingly.

    “Oh, I think not,” the man remarked. He smirked, eyeing the fullness of her chest. “But to tell you the truth, I won’t mind searching you.”

    Ichante shuddered, and glanced towards Naima. The healer was glaring at the man with pure loathing, her eyes sharp as daggers. Ichante had half expected Naima to have some trick up her sleeve, some piece of magic that they could use to their advantage, but she looked just as bitter and helpless as Ichante felt. It was in that moment that Ichante finally felt scared.

    She looked back over at the man, shuddering again at the mean glint in his eyes. “We didn’t do anything to you,” she said. “We won’t even report you. Just leave with the gold, and let us be on our way.”

    He had stood up, the satchel dangling from his left hand. “And why would I do that?” he asked.

    By this time, the man who held Fjörna had relaxed back into a comfortable stance, eyeing the exchange between the princess and his companion with a leering grin on his face. He continued to hold fast to her arm, but had lowered his dagger so that it no longer pressed up against Fjörna’s throat. Instead, his hand rested, almost casually, atop her shoulder, the blade hanging a couple inches below her chin. Still, Fjörna didn’t dare to move. She was so terrified that she forgot to breathe. She watched helplessly as the large man slowly approached Ichante, her vision blurring with silent tears.

    It was then that she heard a low growl from off to the right. The man who held her frowned at the sound, and glanced towards a large fern. The big man didn’t seem to notice. His eyes were trained on Ichante. The wiry man peered into the darkening woods, but it was too dim to see much of anything. When nothing happened, he gave a slight shrug and turned his attention back to the proceedings.

    As he turned away, Taavi leapt out from the cover of the fern. He lunged at Fjörna’s captor, sinking his sharp teeth deep into the arm that held the dagger. With one savage motion, Taavi ripped at his flesh, making the man roar with pain. He dropped his knife, releasing Fjörna as he stumbled back. She fell to the ground and scrambled behind a tree, gasping with ragged breaths.

    The burly man glanced over in surprise, taking his eyes off Ichante for one brief moment. It was all the opportunity that Ichante needed. In one swift motion, she reached for the dagger affixed to her thigh, and threw towards the underside of his forearm. Her aim was true, and the blade sliced deep into his flexor muscles. He howled in pain, dropping the satchel as he clutched at his right arm. Grimacing, he yanked the dagger free, but the damage was done, and his right hand was all but useless. Dropping the knife, he shot a swift glance at Ichante, eyeing the naked sword that she now held in her hand. She had slipped out of her saddle and took a menacing step towards him. He looked at his companion, but the wiry man was faring even worse than he was; he had fallen to the ground, and it was all he could do to keep Taavi from ripping at his throat. Snarling with anger, the large man plunged off into the woods, not even glancing back to see if his partner was able to follow him.

    Taavi wasn’t interested in killing the other assailant—only in keeping Fjörna safe. Sensing that the man’s intentions had changed, he dropped to all fours, growling ferociously as the man scrambled backwards. His clothes were in tatters, and his arms and chest were bloody from the deep gashes left by Taavi’s claws and teeth; but he was alive. When the man realized that Taavi wasn’t going to pounce on him, he stumbled to his feet. Turning tail, he crashed awkwardly through the woods, following in the footsteps of his long gone companion. He quickly disappeared amongst the trees, and Ichante stared after him, longing to follow but unwilling to leave the others.

    She slid her sword back in its scabbard and shot Fjörna a quick searching look to make sure she wasn’t hurt. The girl was crouched against the side of a tree, shaking all over, but seemed otherwise unharmed. Swiftly, she glanced towards Naima, and was thankful to find her still in the saddle. Looking back at Fjörna, she scanned her face and neck for any sign of injury.

    “How is she?” Naima called.

    “She’s fine. A bit rattled, but fine.”

    Fjörna didn’t hear them. Her eyes stared vacantly ahead, while her body continued to tremble all over. Taavi padded over, nudging her with his bloody snout. At his touch she gave a sudden start, inhaling sharply, and buried her face in his fur, trying to shut out the world as she breathed in his warm, earthy scent. “Thank you,” she half sobbed. “Thank you for saving me.” She was sure that he had felt her distress when she had noticed something off about the wind. She was sure that he had turned back to find her.

    Ichante bent down by her side. “Fjörna,” she said. “Fjörna, are you all right?”

    Fjörna looked up, her eyes strangely blank, and nodded.

    Ichante glanced in the direction the men had run. “We’d best get a move on,” she said. “I don’t know if there’s more of them, and I don’t want to wait to find out. We can talk at the inn. Come on, let me help you up.”

    Ichante cupped a hand under her elbow, watching to make sure she didn’t stumble or collapse. Fjörna stood up shakily and made her way to Kainoa. She briefly met Naima’s eyes before pushing herself up into the saddle.

    “Can you ride?” Ichante asked, breaking her out of her trance.

    Fjörna nodded, forcing herself to focus on the reins in her hand.

    Once she was sure Fjörna wouldn’t fall off, Ichante turned back and crouched down to pick up her fallen dagger. She wiped it clean of blood before slipping it into its sheath. Sighing heavily, she reached for the satchel, cinching the top up tight, and tucked it beneath her coat. Lastly, she collected her fallen bow and arrow from the dirt and pushed back up into the saddle. Only once she’d made sure all her weapons were easily accessible did she nod at Naima, encouraging her to lead the way.

    Ichante waited for Fjörna to go, purposefully taking up a position at the rear of their group. She wanted to have a clear vantage point of both her companions, lest more dangers lie in wait. Naima, she realized, didn’t seem as upset by what had just occurred as Fjörna did. The older woman was obviously concerned for her young charge, but aside from appearing a little shaken and tense, was as poised as ever. Ichante cocked her head to one side, her eyes narrowing as she thought back on what Fjörna had said on the mountain, about Naima having been imprisoned for being a maegka, and all the horrors she had seen whilst in captivity. It seemed that she had been telling the truth, Ichante realized, for no person who had lived a life untouched by violence could be so self-possessed. In fact, the older woman seemed even calmer in the face of what had happened than she did. Ichante glanced back once, making sure no one was following them, before urging her mount on.

     

    
     

    They arrived at the inn just as the sky was darkening into true night. Ichante sighed with relief as the two-story building emerged from out of the dark shadows. They quickly tended to the horses before making their way inside for a hot meal of stew and crusty bread. Ichante watched Fjörna over the course of the meal, noting the way she barely picked at her food. Fjörna hadn’t spoken a word since the attack, which wasn’t necessarily cause for alarm, but her lack of appetite after their many days of travel made Ichante think twice. She exchanged a troubled look with Naima, but neither said a word. Eventually, Fjörna stood up and walked away. They looked after her as she shuffled past the other tables, their concern only mounting at her silent departure.

    “I’m worried about her,” Naima said.

    “Me too,” Ichante replied.

    “It all happened so fast.” Naima paused, and looked down at her hands. “I couldn’t do anything to stop it.”

    Ichante reached over to clasp her arm. “Thankfully, the gods smiled on us,” she said.

    Naima smirked, her eyes heavy with sadness. “I suppose they did. They don’t always, but today they did.”

    Ichante leaned forward, making sure that there was no chance of being overheard. “Fjörna mentioned something about your past. About being imprisoned?”

    Naima sighed and nodded. “That was a long time ago, in a far off place.”

    “What happened?”

    Naima looked up sharply, her gaze penetrating as she searched for Ichante’s motive.

    “I’m only curious, that’s all,” Ichante said.

    Naima nodded and reached for her teacup. “I don’t feel comfortable talking about it here, but perhaps another time.”

    “Of course,” Ichante said. She glanced towards the staircase, her chest tightening in anticipation of the upcoming conversation with Fjörna.

    “You’ll speak with her?” Naima asked.

    “Aye, unless you think you’re better suited to the task.”

    Naima shook her head. “Nay. It was you and Taavi who saved us. I think you should be the one.” She paused, her eyes softening for the first time in the all the weeks Ichante had known her. “I’m thankful for what you did.”

    Ichante shifted uncomfortably in her seat. “It was nothing,” she mumbled.

    “But it was,” Naima countered. “If you hadn’t acted so quickly, who knows what would have happened?”

    Ichante felt her throat constrict as she thought back to her moment of helplessness. Even though things had turned out for the best, she could still taste the fear of that moment, and the way it had filled her body with ice.

    “It’s Taavi we should be thanking,” she muttered. She turned to her empty bowl, too embarrassed to show her feelings to the ever-perceptive healer.

    “It’s both of you,” Naima persisted. She rested a hand atop Ichante’s arm. Startled, Ichante looked up. “You did a good thing,” Naima continued. “Don’t forget that.” She squeezed her arm gently before letting go. Rising to her feet, she nodded at the serving girl to let her know they had finished their meal. “Come, Ichante. Our road is far from over, and we could all use some rest.”

    Ichante nodded and turned towards the wooden staircase. She slowly made her way up, her footsteps heavy from all the feelings that churned inside of her. The sooner she made it to the second-floor landing, the sooner she would be speaking with Fjörna, and for the first time in days, she felt reticent about conversing with the dark-eyed apprentice. It wasn’t that she thought Fjörna would judge her; it was that she judged herself. She had been so sure of her ability to keep them safe, and now, as she trudged up the stairs, she couldn’t help but face the truth of how powerless she had been.

    Paintings lined the wall to the left, ushering her up the stairway with images of ducks on a pond, a small group of people having a picnic under a tree, and one very simple portrait of a woman looking out a window. Ichante paused at this final painting, her eyes searching the face of the woman, wondering what it was she gazed at with such longing. Shaking her head, she continued down the hall, slowing her pace as she neared Fjörna’s room.

    She knocked at the door, half hoping that Fjörna had already gone to sleep, and so wouldn’t hear her. The door cracked open, however, and Fjörna peeked out, her almond-shaped eyes showing no sign of recognition as they landed on the princess.

    “May I come in?” Ichante asked.

    Fjörna turned away without replying, but she left the door ajar, and Ichante took that as a yes. She swiftly entered, shutting the door softly behind her, before joining Fjörna at the bed.

    “May I sit down?” she asked.

    Fjörna shrugged, and shifted so that there was room for Ichante to sit beside her.

    “I want to talk with you about what happened,” Ichante said.

    Fjörna reached for her pillow and held it tightly against her chest. She refused to meet Ichante’s eyes. Instead, she kept her gaze focused on Taavi, who was sprawled on the well-worn rug that lined the floor.

    “Please, Fjörna. We need to talk.”

    Fjörna closed her eyes, focusing all her attention on her breath.

    “Fjörna,” Ichante whispered. She reached out a hand, resting it gently on her shoulder.

    “It’s my fault,” Fjörna mumbled.

    Startled, Ichante shifted closer. “What do you mean? How could that have been your fault?”

    “I’m the one who told us to change course. We should have been safe, but we weren’t.”

    “You don’t know that,” Ichante argued. “Maybe the course we’d been on would have led us to their camp, and who knows how many bandits we might have faced? Maybe the way you took us was the best choice we had.”

    Fjörna was breathing shallowly, and Ichante grasped at her hand, cradling it gently between the two of hers. “You know,” she said quietly, “I feel just as guilty as you do.”

    Fjörna looked up in surprise. “How so?” she asked.

    Ichante shrugged her shoulders. “If Taavi hadn’t come, I would have been helpless to do anything. I’m the one that insisted I could protect us all, and I failed you.”

    “You didn’t fail us,” Fjörna said, her voice faltering at the memory of the knife as it pressed against her throat. She swallowed hard, forcing herself to continue. “You saved us.” She began to tremble as the memory swirled inside of her, filling her with the terror of that moment; the feel of the cold blade on her skin; the roughness of his hands as he yanked her against his chest; the certainty of knowing she was going to die. It all came back at once, and she closed her eyes, trying to push it away.

    Ichante wrapped her arms tightly around her, forcing Fjörna into a rough embrace. Fjörna collapsed against her chest, shaking uncontrollably as an overwhelming cold besieged her.

    “You’re safe now,” Ichante murmured. She glanced down at Taavi, but the giant malamute didn’t offer her any guidance. He merely watched from across the floor, his soft brown eyes quietly observant.

    Fjörna continued to tremble and shake, so that even her teeth began to chatter. “I—I’m s—so cold,” she stuttered.

    Ichante pulled back the blankets and helped her to lie down. She was about to cover her, but thought better of it. Instead, she shrugged out of her own coat, quickly unbuckling her sword and slipping off her boots, before lying down beside her. Only then did Ichante cover them both with the blankets. Gently, she cradled the girl in her arms, waiting for her tremors to subside.

    Eventually, Fjörna’s teeth stopped rattling, and her breathing evened out. She opened her eyes, noticing for the first time that she was curled up against Ichante, with her lips pressing into the princess’ woolen shirt. She could smell her skin through the fabric, and she inhaled deeply, using Ichante’s scent to anchor her into the moment.

    Ichante glanced down, her eyes searching Fjörna’s face. “Are you feeling better?” she asked.

    Fjörna nodded, giving a shaky exhalation before responding. “Thank you for staying with me.”

    “Are you kidding?” Ichante asked.

    Fjörna smiled weakly. “Nay, I mean it.”

    Gently, Ichante traced the outer ridge of Fjörna’s ear, pressing it between her thumb and forefinger. “I’m just glad you’re safe,” she said, her voice barely more than a whisper. “I don’t know what I would have done if you’d been hurt.”

    Fjörna felt a change come over Ichante, a soft heat that passed over her whole body. Suddenly, she was aware of how near Ichante was. Fjörna felt her own body tense with anticipation, her heart thumping loudly in her chest as she wondered if the princess might kiss her again.

    Ichante held her breath, her eyes fixed on Fjörna’s slightly parted lips; she couldn’t help but notice how moist and soft they looked. “I should go,” she said hoarsely.

    “You don’t need to,” Fjörna whispered.

    Ichante tensed, her thighs clenching from the sudden ache between her legs. She traced a finger along the ridge of Fjörna’s cheekbone, and down along the curve of her jawline, until it came to rest on Fjörna’s bottom lip.

    Fjörna froze under her touch. Her gaze flitted from Ichante’s eyes to her lips, and back again. She longed to kiss her, to feel the heat of their joining press inside of her.

    Ichante felt the pull, but fought it. She didn’t want to kiss Fjörna like that, off the heels of something so terrifying. Somehow, though she couldn’t quite explain it, she knew that it was wrong. Exhaling slowly, Ichante leaned in, planting a soft and deliberate kiss on Fjörna’s cheek. Sitting up, she tucked a strand of black hair behind Fjörna’s ear.

    “Goodnight, Fjörna,” she said softly.

    Without waiting for a reply, Ichante pulled her hand away and reached down to tug on her boots. She slid her coat on and picked up her sword, not bothering to buckle it around her waist. Instead, she carried it with her to the door, the leather belt looping loosely through her hand. She paused at the entryway and glanced back, her eyes settling fixedly on Fjörna’s face.

    “I hope you sleep well,” she said.

    Fjörna nodded but didn’t otherwise respond. She watched as Ichante closed the door behind her. The moment she was alone she took a deep, shuddering breath. The memory of the man, and the knife, came crashing back in an instant. Her eyes filled with tears, and she reached for the pillow, pressing it against her face so that she could sob into it without anyone hearing.

    Taavi pushed up onto his paws and quickly crossed the floor. Gently, he pressed his muzzle up against her side. When she didn’t move, he shifted closer, burrowing his way between the pillow and her face. Startled, she half laughed, and dropped the pillow. He hopped up onto the bed, and she wrapped her arms around him. Eventually, she slid back down under the covers. Taavi slumped down beside her, his head sharing her pillow. Normally, she would have nudged him towards the base of the bed. “But tonight,” she murmured, “Tonight I need you.”

    He licked the side of her face, his long pink tongue wet and gritty on her skin. She laughed, and cuddled closer so that her arm was draped over his side. Soon, she fell asleep, her breathing in equal time with the great malamute. When Naima came to check on her later, she smiled to find Fjörna fast asleep, with her hand still resting atop Taavi.

    

  
    Chapter Thirty-Two

     

    
     

    Returning to the Palace

     

    It was just after nightfall as they neared the palace. Ichante guided her horse to the side of the trail, leading her companions well off the road, towards an old tree with a broad trunk and long thick arms. The ground beneath its sprawling canopy was completely dark, and as they gathered beneath the massive tree branches, they were lost to the shadows, no longer discernable from the road.

    “We’re almost back,” Ichante whispered. “There are some things I’d like to discuss beforehand.”

    They waited, quietly gazing in the direction her voice was coming from.

    “I know this probably goes without saying, but now that we’re here, it’s important that you treat me with more formality, if only to dissuade any unnecessary notice.”

    Fjörna nodded, though they couldn’t see her in the darkness.

    “I also wanted to check and see what you need in order to make the remedy for my father,” Ichante continued. “I assume you need more than the flower in your satchel, and I’d rather make preparations for anything else you may require without anyone else knowing what it is you’re doing.”

    “I understand, Your Highness,” Naima replied quietly. She paused, glancing vaguely in the direction of the road before continuing. “Is there a place in the capital where I might purchase medicinal herbs?”

    “There is an apothecary in the west district of Nuvolen. I can send someone by tomorrow to take you there.”

    “Thank you, Your Highness. Also, if I’m to make the remedy in my chamber, there are a few things I will need, such as a strainer, and a means to cook the herbs in the fireplace.”

    “Of course,” Ichante said. “The person I send will also help you procure any equipment you need. Her name is Saskia.”

    “She helped me before,” Fjörna interjected. “On our first morning here.”

    “That’s right,” Ichante said. “She knows about magic, and about what led me to you. You can trust her.”

    “Thank you, Your Highness,” Naima said. “Is there anything else?”

    “Yes,” Ichante replied, her voice tense with restrained emotion.

    She tightened her grip around the reins, doing her best to quell the feelings that threatened to overwhelm her. She knew the two of them had to leave, and as soon as possible. But she had grown quite accustomed to their steady, and dare she say intimate, companionship, and did not look forward to losing it. She inhaled deeply, centering her breath, and looked across the darkness to where she knew Fjörna was sitting astride her horse. Even though she couldn’t see her, Ichante could imagine the girl’s face, calmly gazing back at her, with her dark eyes full of tender understanding.

    “Once you’ve made the remedy, I think it would be best if the two of you returned home. I can send Emery with you as a travel companion and guard.”

    “You don’t want me to stay longer and look over His Majesty?” Naima asked.

    “No,” Ichante replied firmly. Her eyes were still fixed on the indistinct form of Fjörna, her outline barely a dim impression in the night. “Whatever it is that you make, I have faith that it will help him. And besides which, if it doesn’t help him, what more could you do?”

    Naima greeted her question with silence, and Ichante took it as confirmation.

    “It’s for your safety that I insist on your departure,” Ichante continued. “Once his health begins to improve, I want you to be far from his reach. I hate to admit it, but I don’t trust him with your lives, not if he should learn even the slightest inkling about your gifts. I will send you word, either way, to let you know how he fares.”

    “I understand, Your Highness. It’s probably for the best. I’ve been gone from my post for too long as it is. I’m sure I’m needed in Mjönes.”

    “That’s good,” Ichante remarked, a hint of relief in her voice.

    Fjörna could sense her torment, but refrained from trying to comfort her. She could feel that Ichante was preparing herself for what lay ahead, hardening her heart so as not to give any of their secrets away. She knew their time together was coming to a close, and like the princess, it made her heart ache.

    “Let’s go,” Ichante whispered.

    They moved out from under the tree, their outlines again taking form, their bodies appearing as dark figures in the night. The stars were plentiful, a myriad of flickering lights dotting the wide expanse of sky. The moon had yet to rise, and so the stars shone alone, covering the landscape in a faint, delicate glow. They moved as shadows, their passage principally marked by the sound of hoofbeats on the deserted, dusty road.

    The towers of the palace stood black and immense against the midnight-blue sky, in stark contrast to the many windows that glimmered with candlelight, or the soft glow of lamps. As they approached the outer gate, a knight stepped forth from out of the dark, his hand upraised to stop their passage. He held a torch with the other hand, lifting it high so that he could see their faces. Ichante nodded to him silently, and he immediately bowed his head, stepping out of the way so that they could continue past.

    The main courtyard was quiet, save for a few persons crossing between buildings. They walked their horses towards the stables, and Fjörna could tell by her posture that Ichante felt tense. A stable boy came rushing out, his hair dotted with hay. He was not much younger than the princess, but he bowed with such deference that Fjörna realized he didn’t think of her as an age, or even as a person with her own particular disposition, but merely as a royal. What a lonely life, she thought, to be surrounded by so many people, and yet to lack any true intimates, anyone who simply saw her for herself. Once they had gathered their belongings from the saddlebags, the stable boy led their horses away, disappearing as he had come, without a word.

    As they mounted the stairs to the keep, Ichante turned halfway around, glancing back at them. “I’ll send someone along to prepare a bath in each of your rooms,” she said. “And dinner, of course.”

    “That would be most kind, Your Highness,” Naima replied.

    Once inside Ichante paused, speaking with one of the servants, before continuing on. Torches were lit down the lengths of the passageways, throwing the halls into high relief. Servants bustled past them, bowing or curtseying when they caught sight of the princess. Though they received more than their fair share of stares, no one said a word about the princess’ companions. Fjörna had the feeling that there would be much speculation in the back rooms concerning who they were, and where they had been for the past two weeks with Ichante. She was only too relieved when they arrived at their chambers.

    Ichante turned, meeting her eyes. “I will leave you here,” she said.

    “And tomorrow?” Naima asked.

    Ichante tore her gaze away from Fjörna, instead turning towards her mentor. She ran a hand anxiously through her hair as she thought about the day to come. “I will arrange for someone to come to your room after breakfast. As I said, she will help you with anything you need.”

    “And what should I do once the remedy is complete?”

    “How long do you think it will take?”

    “If the apothecary has everything I need, I imagine it should be ready by sunset.”

    “Then I will come by tomorrow, just after sundown.” She paused, glancing at Fjörna in consideration. “Actually, I would like the two of you to join me in my chambers for dinner tomorrow evening. We can go over the particulars of the remedy then. And in truth, it would be nice to have one final meal together before you depart.”

    “You really do want us to go,” Fjörna murmured, half under her breath.

    “I really do,” Ichante replied. “And you know why.”

    “What time shall we meet you for dinner?” Naima asked, again drawing her attention away from Fjörna.

    “Would seven o’clock give you enough time?”

    “More than enough, assuming again that I have access to the proper herbs.”

    “Good,” Ichante said. “Then I will see you both tomorrow. In the meantime, I hope you rest well.”

    Her eyes lingered on Fjörna’s face; though there was more she wanted to say, she turned away, forcing herself not to look back. They would soon be gone, and for that, she was grateful. But if she was being honest with herself, the prospect of saying goodbye evoked a depth of heartache she was unaccustomed to feeling.

    As Ichante progressed down the passage, she clenched her jaw, knowing that she couldn’t bring these sensitive emotions with her whilst visiting her father. It was sad to acknowledge, but the older she grew, and the more she learned about herself and the world, the less of herself she could bring into her father’s chambers. There was so much that he didn’t understand; or, she was learning, that he didn’t value.

    She dropped her rucksack and her weapons off in her chambers, not even pausing to splash water on her face, before continuing along to see her father. As usual, two knights stood watch on either side of his door. They each gave a slight bow as she approached, their expressions carefully blank.

    “Is my father alone?” she asked.

    “He is, Your Highness,” one of the guards replied.

    “Please make sure we are not disturbed,” she said.

    He bowed his head. “Of course, Your Highness.”

    She pushed the door open, and waited for her eyes to adjust to the dim lighting. A single candle burned from atop his bedside table, casting a slight, flickering light on his face. He was propped up on pillows, staring into the dark. He glanced towards the doorway, a sickly smile appearing on his face.

    “Daughter,” he rasped. “You’re back.”

    “I am, Father,” she said.

    A lump formed in her throat, while her eyes welled up with tears, and she rushed across the room and sat down on the edge of the bed, taking up his hand in hers. He had dark circles under his eyes, and even in the low lighting she could tell that his skin was dry and pasty. Even so, his eyes were bright as he smiled at her, and she felt her heart crack open, knowing that even after everything she’d learned, and everything she feared, that she still loved him.

    “How was your journey?” he asked.

    “Successful, Father,” she replied. “Very successful. We should have a remedy prepared for you by tomorrow evening.”

    He closed his eyes, overcome with feelings. “I hadn’t dared to hope,” he whispered.

    “Well, hope you should, because soon you will be back on your feet, and feeling as you once did.”

    She watched as a tear traced down his cheek, and she reached out to gently wipe it away. He opened his eyes, gazing at her with a degree of adoration she hadn’t seen in years.

    “I only hoped to see you again,” he said. He squeezed her hand with the little strength he could muster.

    She smiled, and gently withdrew her hand. “Rest now, Father. By this time tomorrow, I will have medicine for you.”

    “Your cousin has been kind to me, while you’ve been gone.”

    “Lorcan?”

    “Aye,” he whispered. “He’s come every day to read to me, or just sit with me, sometimes for hours at a time. He’s a good man.”

    “He is,” she replied. Her tone was flat, giving nothing away.

    “I’ve told him everything,” he whispered.

    Ichante paled at his words, her whole body stricken with sudden cold.

    He took a long, deep breath, willing himself the strength to speak more. “I didn’t know if you’d return in time,” he rasped. “I didn’t know if you would make the vow.”

    “You told him everything?” she repeated.

    He nodded faintly, the slight motion almost too much for him. “I did,” he said. His gaze sought hers, his eyes filled with such sorrow. “I know it’s not what you want, but I will name him my heir if you don’t marry him.”

    Ichante was too stunned to speak. After all she’d been through, after everything she’d done, his proclamation felt like the worst of betrayals. To force her hand like this was unthinkable. “You wouldn’t,” she whispered.

    “I must, Ichante. For the good of Staerjka. I know you don’t want to make the vow, and this is the only way I can ensure the safety of my kingdom.”

    His eyes began to droop closed, and she realized the effort it was taking him to speak. She reached for the blanket and pulled it up to his chin. Her heart drummed in her chest, but she forced her voice to remain calm, knowing there was nothing she could do to change his mind; at least not now, while he was so close to death.

    “We’ll talk more on that later,” she said. “For now, rest.”

    “I will,” he mumbled.

    He closed his eyes, and she waited as his breathing gradually shifted. When she was sure he was asleep, she quietly stood and bent over to blow out the candle. The drapes hung wide open, but the moon wouldn’t be rising for some time, and so the room fell into near darkness with only the faint glow of starlight to offset it. She stood by his bedside, gazing down at his face, and felt the different factions of her heart chafe against one another.

    In the peace of sleep, he looked so frail, so completely vulnerable that a part of her sincerely wondered if she had heard him correctly. But was she really that surprised? She closed her eyes, thinking back on the dream she had had on the mountain, and the look of frenzied hate on his face. She had tried to believe that it had been just a dream. She had tried to believe that it had been the fear in her heart that had created such a vision. But now, after his unabashed threat, she forced herself to see the truth. She opened her eyes, staring down at him, and knowing with utter certainty that the dream had been a warning.

     

    
     

    The first thing Ichante saw when she stepped into her chambers was steam rising from above the copper tub, eliciting a groan from deep in her throat. The servants must have just finished filling it with bucket loads of scalding hot water, for the mist was so thick that she couldn’t see the wall behind it. A fire burned in the hearth, permeating the room with heat and making the copper gleam with cozy warmth. Someone had thoughtfully lit candles, and she looked around, smiling at the flickering light scattered across every table surface.

    She slipped out of her clothes, tossing them into the wicker basket, and padded barefoot across the thick rug. It felt strange to walk the length of her room naked after spending the last two weeks in a constant state of dress. She glanced around self-consciously, but smirked at herself for her discomfort, as she was quite alone. The brown stone tiles that surrounded the tub were quite cool to the touch, and she scurried across them, quickly stepping into the bath.

    She stifled a yelp as her foot sunk beneath the steaming water, her breath coming in short gasps as she eased deeper into the tub, slowly stretching out her legs. Within minutes however, she had grown quite accustomed to the heat, and had lain back so that just her head was exposed above the misty surface. She forced the recent conversation from her thoughts, knowing that there wasn’t anything more she could do this evening. Light shimmered around the room, soothing her mind and calming her heart. Her muscles began to release, muscles she hadn’t even known were tensed, and she sighed as her eyelids drooped closed. The steam gradually dissipated, but the heat remained for quite some time, easing the achiness out of her body. She began to drift towards sleep, her hand hanging limply over the edge of the tub.

    A gentle tap at the door roused her. She glanced up, wondering if she had imagined it, and held her breath as she listened for a sound, but all she heard was silence. Closing her eyes, she rested her head back against the tub. A full minute passed, but then she heard the tap once more, and she sat up, sure this time that she hadn’t imagined it. She narrowed her eyes, miffed that someone would dare disturb her. She glanced towards a nearby bench, noting that both a towel and her robe lay folded within easy reach.

    “Come in,” she called.

    The door opened a crack, and Saskia peeked her head inside. She looked both nervous and excited, and a tad sheepish, as if she’d known she shouldn’t be disturbing the princess quite yet. However, her hesitation completely dissolved at the sight of Ichante lounging in the copper tub. Saskia bit down on her lower lip, trying to quell the surge of joy that rose within her, but it was an impossible feat; in the next moment it burst forth, spreading into a broad smile that made her cheeks dimple and her eyes crinkle around the edges.

    Ichante felt her heart lurch in her chest, and she gripped the edge of the tub, pressing her fingers into the damp copper rim. She quivered with emotion, her breath coming up short. She had missed Saskia on the road, but until this moment, she hadn’t known how much. Saskia’s olive complexion seemed even richer in the candlelight, while her eyes, those beautiful hazel eyes, shone on Ichante with all the glory of a sunrise, beaming at her with unchecked joy.

    “Saskia,” she breathed.

    Saskia pushed the door open wider, just enough so that she could slip inside, before closing it behind her. She pressed her palms against the front of her pleated skirt, wiping away a sheen of sweat. “I didn’t want to disturb your bath, but I couldn’t wait any longer to see you,” she said shyly.

    “Come closer,” Ichante said. “Come sit by me.”

    Saskia sat on the edge of a nearby chair, settling her skirt around her. She peeked over at Ichante, but felt overwhelmed by the sudden intimacy of seeing her naked body after so much time apart, and looked immediately away. Her dark hair was brushed to a smooth shine, and hung loosely around her shoulders. She slipped her cape off, folding it with shaking fingers, and placed it on the table beside her. Hesitantly, she looked up, blushing when she found the princess’ gaze still fixed on her.

    “I’d forgotten how beautiful you are,” Ichante said.

    She made a slow study of Saskia’s body, drinking in her heart-shaped face, her large, expressive eyes, her plump arms, and the full curves of her figure, that were just hinted at beneath her clothes. She longed to touch her, to run her hands through her hair and reach down the length of her body, cupping the soft folds of her flesh in her hands. At the look on Ichante’s face, Saskia felt her anxiety evaporate, disappearing completely in the span of a breath. She smiled easily, her expression soft and radiant, full of the simple pleasure of being in her lover’s company once again.

    They heard a knock on the door, and Ichante froze. Saskia shared one panicked glance with her before rising to her feet and hurrying into the dark depths of the walk-in closet. She peeped out through the opening, fretfully eyeing the tabletop where she had left behind her cape, but there was no time to retrieve it. The door opened, and Claire bustled in, her arms laden with a heavy tray.

    “Your Highness,” she said. She gave a slight curtsey with downcast eyes.

    “Claire!” Ichante exclaimed. She glanced nervously towards the closet, relieved that Saskia had tucked herself well out of sight, before turning again towards her handmaiden.

    “I’ve brought your dinner,” Claire said.

    With her eyes averted, Claire walked across the room and placed the tray down on the table. The folded cape caught her attention, and her brow furrowed in puzzlement. She knew quite well that it didn’t belong to the princess, and that it hadn’t been there when she had lit the candles. Without pausing for thought, she reached out to touch it, her fingers gently pressing into the fabric, wondering where she had seen it before.

    “Did you light all these candles for me?” Ichante asked, purposefully drawing her attention away from the cape.

    Claire withdrew her hand, the cape momentarily forgotten, and turned towards the princess, a proud smile on her face. She had hoped her mistress would notice, but hadn’t expected her to acknowledge it. “I did,” she replied.

    “Thank you,” Ichante said. “They are quite soothing, and especially so after the journey I’ve had.”

    Pleased, Claire gave another curtsey, her cheeks pinking from the praise. “It was my pleasure, Your Highness,” she said.

    “And were my guests attended to as well?”

    “Indeed, Your Highness. I saw to them myself.”

    “Wonderful,” Ichante said. She again glanced towards the closet, and this time Claire noticed.

    “Is there something you need?” Claire asked. “Your other robe, perhaps?” She began to move towards the closet, going over in her mind anything she might have forgotten, not even noticing the frantic expression that had descended on her mistress’ face.

    Ichante felt a wave of panic course through her, knowing that Saskia was only just hidden from sight. So great was her alarm, that it left her speechless. She shifted roughly in her haste to get Claire’s’ attention, slipping on the bottom of the tub and sending a gush of water sloshing towards the rim. Just as Claire neared the archway, she found her voice. “Wait!” she cried.

    Startled by her tone, Claire paused. She looked at the princess, and then back towards the open archway of the closet, her curiosity roused.

    “I—I don’t need anything,” Ichante stammered. “You’ve taken care of everything.”

    Claire stared at Ichante, certain that she was hiding something. “Are you sure?” she asked.

    “Quite,” Ichante replied. She forced a smile on her lips, but try though she might, she couldn’t stop her hand from quaking.

    Claire peered into the darkness, but couldn’t see anything. She glanced back at the cape, still folded neatly on the table, and realization slowly dawned on her. Looking at the princess, she noted the fervor with which Ichante gripped the tub, as if she would leap from the water naked and pull her back should she try to go any further. A small smile formed on her lips, and she inclined her head in submission, moving away from the archway.

    She paused by the table and withdrew a white note, sealed with wax. “The Duke of Enzea asked that I deliver this,” she said as she placed it down beside the tray.

    “My cousin knows that I’ve returned?” Ichante asked.

    “Yes, Highness,” Claire replied. “He asked to be notified the moment you were sighted.”

    “I see,” Ichante said. “Thank you, Claire.”

    Claire nodded and made her way towards the door. She paused before leaving the chambers, glancing once more towards the walk-in closet before addressing the princess.

    “When shall I arrange for the tub to be emptied, Your Highness?”

    “Not until morning. That will be all for tonight. Thank you, Claire.”

    “Of course,” she said. She bowed her head before departing.

    Ichante slumped back against the tub, her heart racing. She reached a hand up, pressing it against the frantic beats that pounded within her chest, trying to subdue her panic. “You can come out now,” she sputtered.

    Saskia edged out of the closet, peering around the room just to make sure they were in fact alone. Satisfied, she gave a low whistle, grinning at the ashen face of the princess. “That was a close call,” she remarked.

    She leaned over, lightly kissing Ichante on the lips before turning to the table. She lifted the cover off the tray, exposing an extravagant meal the likes of which she only saw on high holidays. Arching an eyebrow, she placed the lid back down on the tray and gently fingered the bottle of wine.

    Behind her, Ichante shakily stood and reached for the towel. Still standing in the tub, she rubbed the top half of her body dry before stepping out onto the cool tile. Quickly, she dried her legs and feet before tugging on a pair of soft, ankle high slippers and wrapping herself in the robe. Her hair hung heavy and damp, and she reached up to work her fingers through the tangles, wincing each time she hit a snag. As she worked at her hair, her robe began to fall open, drawing Saskia’s attention. Grinning, Ichante tied the sash more securely and came over to the table.

    “Are you hungry?” she asked.

    “Nay,” Saskia replied. “At least, not for food.” She smiled meaningfully and shifted closer, reaching a hand out to caress Ichante’s cheek.

    At her touch, Ichante felt a surge of desire well up within her. She nuzzled her cheek into Saskia’s palm, turning so that her lips traced the length of Saskia’s fingers. The taste of her skin was intoxicating, and Ichante gasped, forcing herself to pull away. “Not yet,” she murmured.

    “No?” Saskia said huskily.

    Ichante swallowed hard, shaking her head as she stepped out of reach. “The chances are too great that we’ll be interrupted.”

    Saskia sighed morosely, and slid into a chair.

    Ichante sat in the chair opposite. Her heart was still beating rapidly, and she took a moment to center her breath, unconsciously tucking her wet hair behind her ears. Her pulse gradually slowed, and she looked up, meeting Saskia’s eyes. “Are you sure you’re not hungry?”

    “Perhaps for a little wine.”

    Ichante reached for the bottle, the sleeves of her robe dragging on the table. “We’ll have to share a glass.”

    Saskia gave a sly smile. “I don’t mind sharing,” she said.

    Ichante grinned at her overt flirting, shaking her head as she poured the wineglass nearly full. Setting the bottle down, she handed the glass across the table. As Saskia grasped it, she allowed a finger to brush against the back of Ichante’s hand, faintly grazing the skin of her knuckle before pulling away.

    Ichante felt her heart flutter at the contact but didn’t say anything. She watched as Saskia took a sip of wine, her eyes slowly going over each feature of her face.

    Saskia blushed, her smile radiating pleasure as she set the glass down. “What are you thinking?” she asked.

    “That it’s so good to see you,” Ichante replied. “I don’t think I realized how much I missed you until I saw your face again.”

    “I realized it every moment of every day,” Saskia said quietly. “I worried about you, out on the road with no one to protect you.”

    Ichante’s face darkened, and she reached for the wineglass and took a sip.

    Saskia noticed the change and leaned forward. “What happened?” she asked.

    “We were ambushed by bandits.”

    Saskia tensed in alarm, and Ichante reached across the table to cup her hand. “No one was hurt,” she continued. “At least, none of us. It nearly frightened Fjörna to death, though. The poor girl, one of the outlaws almost sliced her throat.”

    “How—how did you escape?” Saskia finally stammered.

    “Her dog startled one, striking him down. It gave me the chance to take care of the other. After that, they fled, and we made our way out of the woods as quickly as possible.”

    “You’re sure you’re not hurt?” Saskia asked. Her voice was pitched unusually high, while her eyes roved over Ichante’s face.

    “Nay, not at all,” Ichante maintained. “But having come so close to danger does make your face all the sweeter.”

    Saskia swatted at her arm, charmed in spite of herself. “You shouldn’t make light of something so terrible,” she said.

    Ichante grinned and took a bite of food. They fell into silence while she ate. She purposefully avoided looking at the note Claire had brought, though the white of the paper shown out in blaring contrast to the dark grain of the walnut wood. She knew her father had spoken to Lorcan, and though it was imperative that she meet with him, she also dreaded it.

    Eventually, however, she couldn’t deny the way the note tugged at her attention. With a great sigh, she picked it up and cut open the seal. It was simple enough: her cousin merely asked that she join him for a walk the following day. She tightened her lips, all too aware of the direction their conversation would go on such an excursion. Putting the note aside, she returned to her meal.

    Across the table, Saskia observed Ichante as she ate. There was something different about her. Something remote. Saskia was accustomed to the princess’ thoughts turning inward and away from her. But this was more than that. She fingered the wineglass, wondering if she would dare to press Ichante on the distance that clothed her.

    “What’s on your mind?” Ichante asked, having finally finished her meal.

    Saskia stood and came around the table. She extended her hand out, palm up, and waited for the princess to take it. “Come,” she said. “Join me by the fire.”

    She led Ichante to the couch that faced the hearth, curling up next to her once Ichante had sat down. She rested her head against Ichante’s shoulder and closed her eyes. The warmth from the fire permeated her skin, reaching deep inside of her, helping her words to unfurl. “I want you to tell me about your journey,” she said.

    “What about it?” Ichante asked.

    Saskia smiled, both endeared and annoyed by her reticence. “Everything,” she said. “Even the parts you think I won’t like.”

    Ichante swallowed uneasily. She knew there wasn’t any point in keeping anything back. Saskia would find out about it eventually. Saskia had a way of unlocking her voice, making Ichante reveal the things she didn’t dare speak about with anyone. It was one of the things she loved most about her. But just now, after everything that had happened, it made her nervous.

    “I kissed Fjörna,” she finally said.

    Saskia raised an eyebrow, but aside from that didn’t move. “Did you?” Her tone was carefully blank, giving nothing away.

    Ichante nodded, though Saskia couldn’t see her. “Just once,” she said.

    “But you wanted to do it more?”

    “I don’t know. I don’t understand how I feel about her. It’s different than how I feel about you.”

    “How so?”

    “There’s a strange bond that I share with her. I don’t think that it’s romantic, but at times when I feel overwhelmed with emotion, it feels like it can go there.”

    Saskia cuddled closer, and looped her arm through Ichante’s so that she could hold her hand.

    Ichante startled at the gesture of affection, and glanced down. “You’re not angry?” she asked.

    “Of course not,” Saskia replied. “I half expected it.”

    “But, you’re not jealous?”

    “Perhaps a bit, but there’s nothing wrong with that. There’s a part of me that wants your heart all for myself, but we both know that that’s impossible.”

    “What do you think it means, this strange bond that I have with her?”

    “I don’t know. But I’m glad you told me about it.”

    Ichante sighed with relief. “Me too,” she said.

    “What else happened?” Saskia asked.

    “We found the flower.”

    Saskia sat up, her eyes bright with astonishment. “You did?” she exclaimed. “That’s fantastic news!”

    Ichante felt her chest clench at Saskia’s exuberance. She knew that she should be likewise thrilled, but she wasn’t. Not after the meeting she had just had with her father. She tried to smile, but it came off more like a grimace.

    Saskia felt the bottom drop out from under her shine. “What is it?” she asked. “What happened?”

    “It’s a long story,” Ichante replied. She exhaled slowly, her thoughts drifting back over everything that had occurred in the time they had been apart. “Let me tell you what happened on the mountain.”

    

  
    Chapter Thirty-Three

     

    
     

    Secrets Revealed

     

    Saskia stood facing the door to Naima’s room. The palms of her hands were sweaty, and she rubbed them against the rough fabric of her skirt. The morning light poured in from the windows at the far end of the hall, making her long straight hair gleam. From inside, she could hear the low murmur of voices. Pushing up onto the balls of her feet, she clenched her calf muscles in an effort to relieve some of the tension she felt as she eyed the brass handle. She knew that the moment she opened that door, she would be involving herself in something much bigger than she had ever imagined.

    She had lain awake most of the night, staring up at the ceiling, trying to sleep. But as the hours drifted by all she could think of was the story Ichante had shared, of their long journey to and from the mountain, and all that had transpired along the way. She had thought that Ichante was simply going in search of a remedy for her father, but what she had returned with was so much more. She had returned with a destiny, and a purpose far larger than any one life could hold. And the maegka girl, Fjörna, was bound up in it.

    Saskia stared at the door. What was it about Fjörna that intrigued Ichante so much? Saskia could hear it in the princess’ voice: the passion, and even reverence, with which she viewed Fjörna. It was as if the girl were more than human; as if she walked in the stars, pulsing with the heartbeat of the universe. Unconsciously, Saskia reached up to fondle the pendant she wore around her neck. Was it possible that Ichante cared for the girl more than she cared for her?

    Saskia gave an abrupt shake of her head. How could she compare herself to another? She knew firsthand that love didn’t work that way. She was sure of Ichante—more sure than she was of anything. She had known it from their first meeting in the corridor, when Ichante had accidently knocked her to the floor, and then helped her to gather the linen sheets and pillowcases she had dropped. She had known it the first time their eyes had met. There was a simple truth in Ichante’s eyes: it was the truth of her heart. Never, not even for a second, had Saskia doubted that truth. And she wasn’t going to start now. Her gaze grew resolute, and she raised her hand, rapping sharply at the door. From within, she heard someone call out for her to enter.

    Stepping inside, her gaze landed immediately on Fjörna. The girl was standing facing the window, her hands clasped behind her back. She was just as Saskia remembered her—short and stocky, with brown skin infused with a touch of fire, and thick, black hair that tumbled halfway down her back. Fjörna turned from the window, and Saskia couldn’t help but stare at her face, looking first at her dark, almond-shaped eyes, and then at her high, dignified cheekbones. There was a quietness in the way Fjörna met her gaze, a steady watchfulness that reminded Saskia of a wise, old owl.

    Saskia forced herself to look away, instead meeting Naima’s sharp, blue stare. The healer sat at the table, an assembly of used breakfast plates and teacups stacked neatly beside her. She had fair skin and long, black hair speckled with silver. She sat with a dignified bearing, her shoulders back and her expression solemn. The green-eyed cat that Ichante had told her about, Cindri, was lounging on Naima’s lap, and he was eyeing Saskia with as much intensity as the healer.

    Saskia forced herself to smile and drop into a slight curtsy. “Good morning, my name is Saskia. Her Highness asked that I attend to your needs today.”

    Fjörna stepped closer, her eyes crinkling with the hint of a smile. “We met before,” she said. “You helped me find my way outside.”

    “I did,” Saskia replied.

    Taavi had been lying atop the rug in front of the hearth, and clambered to his feet. Saskia startled at the movement, for she hadn’t noticed him resting there. He padded across the room, butting his head gently against her leg and making her grin.

    “It seems Taavi remembers you as well,” Fjörna remarked.

    Saskia knelt down to rub him behind his pointed ears, grinning more broadly still as he licked her face.

    Fjörna regarded them curiously. It wasn’t like Taavi to be so affectionate with strangers. In fact, it usually took him a few meetings to warm up to anyone new. But already, he was treating Saskia with the warmth he would bestow upon Naima, or Streya, or even Björn. Fjörna cocked her head to one side, watching Saskia as if seeing her for the first time. There was something about Saskia that was both earthy and bright; steady, yet playful. She glanced up at Fjörna, an unguarded smile on her face, and Fjörna found herself smiling back, her whole body relaxing.

    Saskia gave a laugh as Taavi again licked her cheek. “He certainly is friendly, isn’t he?”

    “He can be,” Fjörna replied. “I’m glad he is with you.”

    “Ah, well,” Saskia said. She gave him a final pat, and pushed back up onto her feet. As she turned to face Fjörna once more, she was surprised to find that her uneasiness had dissipated like clouds on a windy day. “Her Highness mentioned that you wanted to visit the apothecary,” she said.

    “That’s right,” Naima replied. She dabbed at her mouth with a napkin, and stood up. “We’d best be off. We have much work to do, and only this day to do it.”

    Saskia nodded. “It isn’t far, especially now that the roads are dry. Would you like to walk? Or shall I have a carriage prepared?”

    Naima smiled wryly at Fjörna. “A walk would be ideal,” she said. “We have spent many days in the saddle, and my legs are sorely in need of some other form of movement.”

    Already, Fjörna was reaching for her purple shawl. She wrapped it loosely around her shoulders. “Will Cindri come with us?” she asked Naima.

    Naima exchanged a brief glance with the tawny cat and shook her head. “Nay. He’d like to rest indoors after our many days on the road.”

    Fjörna nodded, half relieved that he was choosing to stay behind. Though she loved his company, she knew that it would have attracted unwelcome attention, especially if he lounged on Naima’s shoulder, as he was wont to do. Taavi brushed up against her leg, and she reached down to scratch him behind the ears, drawing Saskia’s notice yet again. She had no way of knowing that Saskia was thinking about the attempted robbery, and how Taavi had saved them.

    Their walk into the capital passed quickly. The sunlight was warm on their skin, enriched by a gentle breeze. Fjörna felt a deep satisfaction as her hips stretched open, delighting in the easy strides that were so different from sitting in a saddle. Each time she had passed through the capital, it had either been during the depths of night when all she could see were the dim outlines of buildings, or during the dawn or dusk hours, when the light was slight and the populace all but silent. Now, as they walked into Nuvolen, the metropolis was bustling with activity, the streets bright with sound and color. Like Mjönes, many people traveled on foot or by horseback, but here the roads were wider and the crowds larger, generating more commotion than Fjörna had ever seen in the whole of her life.

    The streets twisted this way and that, crisscrossing one another in a most unusual pattern, and Fjörna glanced gratefully at Saskia, knowing that they would have soon been lost without her. They passed by all manner of shops, some selling wares, while others advertised services, and there was the constant hum of voices as people passed in and out of buildings, or loitered in the streets. The air was thick with the smell of cooked food, with vendors stationed behind carts selling hot meat pies or tasty treats. Fjörna paused, eyeing a cart filled with rough, hand-carved toys, whittled from pale wood. They reminded her of Björn, with his massive hands fashioning the most delicate and lovely of shapes. At the memory, she experienced a twinge of homesickness, and suddenly felt overwhelmed with a longing to see his familiar face.

    She was torn from her reflection as a carriage thundered towards them, going much too fast through the crowded streets. Startled, she froze, too alarmed to move. Saskia pulled her roughly into her arms and out of its path. The older girl glared after the carriage as it flew away, its wheels groaning with effort, but it was already too far gone for her to call out and demand that the driver slow down. Peeved, Saskia looked down at Fjörna, rapidly checking to make sure she hadn’t been hurt. Fjörna was trembling all over, but aside from that, seemed unharmed. Saskia relaxed her hold on her body, cautiously letting her go.

    “Fjörna?” Naima said. She was standing a few feet away, a hand pressed against her chest. “Are you hurt?”

    Fjörna was still too shaken to speak, and so she merely shook her head. She glanced down the road, looking in the direction the carriage had gone. Her hands were quivering, and though she tried to still them, it was no use.

    “Are you really all right?” Saskia asked.

    Fjörna gave a long inhale, closing her eyes as she let the breath fill her body. Exhaling slowly, she imagined her feet anchoring into the earth. She opened her eyes, meeting Saskia’s concerned gaze. “I really am,” she said. She reached out, gently squeezing Saskia’s hand. “Thank you. I would have been run over if you hadn’t saved me.”

    “It was no trouble,” Saskia replied. She turned, scowling at the long-gone carriage. “Sometimes you have to be quick,” she remarked.

    Bending over, Saskia picked up Fjörna’s purple shawl, and brushed the dirt off before handing it back to her. Fjörna gathered the shawl into her arms and hugged it close to her body.

    Saskia eyed her hunched shoulders knowingly. “I can relate,” she said. “Where I come from people move slower, and no one ever seems to be in a hurry. Being in the city can take some adjusting.”

    They began walking again, turning down a different street. All around them, the pulse of the city continued to beat as if nothing had happened; the sound of laughter and the occasional shout cutting through the air; the dash of children weaving through clumps of shoppers, deftly maneuvering around horses and carts. Fjörna couldn’t help how her body tensed with each loud sound, or quick movement. Before the carriage had nearly run her over, it had all seemed so exciting. But now, it all felt a bit jarring to her tender heart, and she was relieved when Taavi nudged up against her hand. She looked vaguely around at the bustling shops and the sea of people, wondering why anyone would ever choose to move to a city. Glancing at Saskia, she realized that the older girl must have had her reasons.

    “Do you ever miss it?” she asked.

    Saskia glanced over. “My village?”

    Fjörna nodded.

    “I suppose so, sometimes. But mostly, I don’t.”

    Fjörna nearly stumbled with surprise. “Why not?” she asked.

    Saskia smiled, endeared that Fjörna thought the city such a terrible place to live. Her own mother had told her just as much when she was a little girl, long before she’d considered making the city her home. Saskia glanced at Naima, sensing somehow that the older woman wasn’t as shocked by her preference for city life.

    “Well, in a way it’s nice living in such a small place. When I was growing up, there wasn’t a single person whose name I didn’t know, nor a single person who didn’t know me. There was a safety in that, and perhaps even a comfort.”

    “Then why move away?” Fjörna asked.

    “Well, for all the same reasons: everybody knew me, and I knew everyone. Sometimes that can feel more like a prison than a gift, especially if the choices you make aren’t looked upon fondly. I didn’t have the freedom to live my own life. There were things I wanted, things that I wanted to do, that I couldn’t do under such close scrutiny.”

    “What sorts of things?” Fjörna asked.

    Saskia grinned over at her, half charmed and half amused by the innocence her question implied. “Oh, well, this and that.”

    Naima smiled at her response, but didn’t say anything.

    “Anyways,” Saskia continued with a wave of her hand, “that’s not really the point. The point is that I couldn’t be anonymous. Here, for the most part, I feel like I can follow all the urges of my heart without incurring any judgment. At least if I can be discreet.”

    The bustle lessened as they turned down another street, until there were only a few other persons on the road with them. Soon, they left the hustle of the business district behind, and entered a park with rolling green hills and a scattering of old oak trees. A river cut through its center, with a grey stone bridge joining one side to the other. Tall willow trees lined its banks, their long lithe branches leaning gracefully over the water.

    Saskia pointed towards a series of cottages just on the other side of the river. One in particular had a cheerful aspect, with a large south facing window and a number of potted plants arranged to either side of an arched purple door. Even from across the river, they could see that bunches of herbs hung drying from the ceiling, and along the windowsill a series of crystals glinted in the sunlight.

    “That’s the apothecary,” Saskia said as she nodded towards the purple door.

    “Perfect,” Naima replied. She glanced towards Fjörna, and then back at Saskia. “Why don’t the two of you stay here, and rest for a bit by the river. I’ll go and collect the things I need and be back in just a little while.”

    “Are you sure you don’t want me to come with you?” Fjörna asked. It wasn’t like Naima to ask her to stay behind.

    Again, Naima glanced at Saskia, before meeting Fjörna’s eyes. “No, little one. I think it would be best if you waited for me here.”

    “All right,” Fjörna replied.

    She waited to see if Naima would say anything more, but the healer had already turned away, and was moving briskly along the wide dirt trail. She passed beneath one of the willow trees, and was soon striding purposefully atop the bridge. Fjörna stared after her, wondering why Naima had asked her to stay behind. It wasn’t until she had crossed to the other side of the river that Fjörna finally tore her gaze away, sighing at the mystery, knowing that there were so many things she would never understand about her mentor.

    Saskia had situated herself near the top of a hill, beneath a friendly looking oak tree, and was gazing out at the river, her legs crossed in front of her. Fjörna hitched her skirt up and clambered up the hill after her. As she sat down, Saskia peeked over at her, but quickly turned away.

    “What is it?” Fjörna asked.

    “What do you mean?”

    “You keep looking at me, and almost saying something.”

    Saskia picked at a blade of grass, twirling it between her fingers. She stared at it, chiding herself for her indiscretion. She shouldn’t have gaped at the girl so blatantly, but she couldn’t help herself. She was so curious about Fjörna after everything Ichante had told her, and try though she might, she couldn’t seem to keep herself from gawking at her every time she had the chance.

    “I don’t mean to stare,” she said.

    “But why do you?”

    Saskia turned to look at her, arching an eyebrow in mock seriousness. “You wouldn’t, by chance, believe me if I said it’s because you remind me of someone I knew long ago?”

    Fjörna smiled, shaking her head. “Nay. You didn’t look at me strangely the first time we met, and you would have back then if that had been the case.”

    “You’re right,” Saskia said with a sigh. “It isn’t that at all.”

    “Then why?”

    Saskia rummaged through her satchel, looking for a ribbon to tie her hair back with. Not finding one, she reached up, deftly braiding her long, dark hair, letting the ends hang loose. With her hair tied back, Fjörna had a clearer view of her face, and her gaze lingered on the curve of her jaw, and the slight cleft in her chin. She was really very beautiful, with a dark olive complexion and large, animated eyes. Her ears were small and delicately shaped, with full smooth lobes that had never been pierced.

    Saskia looked up suddenly, her gaze intense. “Her Highness told me about your journey,” she said. “About all the things that happened.”

    “She did?” Fjörna asked.

    Saskia nodded.

    Fjörna eyed her curiously, wondering what exactly she meant when she said that Ichante had told her all the things that had happened. “She must really trust you,” she remarked.

    Saskia looked down, her cheeks pinking slightly. “I suppose so,” she murmured.

    “Did she tell you about me?” Fjörna asked.

    Saskia looked up and nodded, waiting to see how Fjörna would take that bit of news.

    Fjörna looked away, her eyes narrowing as she stared out at the river. She was stunned to hear that Ichante had shared something that wasn’t hers to share. Ichante had told them that Saskia could be trusted, but to share someone else’s secrets was another measure of trust entirely.

    “Are you angry?” Saskia asked.

    Fjörna watched Taavi as he explored a bush down by the water. His white tail shown out in stark contrast to the dark foliage, and she kept her eyes trained on it. Her thoughts drifted to Streya, and the secrets she had shared with her that didn’t belong to her—secrets regarding Naima, and her undisclosed past.

    “I’m not angry,” Fjörna finally replied. “More curious, I suppose. You must mean a lot to Ichante that she would share someone else’s secrets with you.”

    Again, Saskia looked away, suddenly scared that she might inadvertently expose the nature of her relationship with the princess. Fjörna, however, was quickly putting together all the pieces. She thought back to the night that Ichante had kissed her, and the lover she had referenced. She glanced thoughtfully at Saskia, seeing her in a new light.

    “You’re her lover, aren’t you?” she said.

    Saskia paled at her words, her throat constricting in fear. Her body had gone rigid, and Fjörna reached out instinctively to touch her arm.

    “I won’t tell anyone,” Fjörna said quietly. “I would never tell anyone.”

    Saskia gradually relaxed, her hand unclenching around the flower she had been holding. She met Fjörna’s gaze. “How did you know?” she asked.

    “Because I have someone back home who I’ve shared other people’s secrets with. It takes a special kind of—friendship, to invoke that much trust.”

    Saskia nodded slowly. “Ichante told me about your friend in Mjönes. The one who lives in your house.”

    “She told you about Streya?”

    “Aye, she’s the one.”

    Fjörna eyed her speculatively. “She did tell you everything, didn’t she?”

    Saskia grinned. “Aye, she did. Even about your kiss.”

    Fjörna felt her pulse speed up, and she looked away, too embarrassed to meet Saskia’s gaze.

    “It’s nothing to be ashamed of,” Saskia said.

    Stunned, Fjörna glanced over. “How can you say that? You’re her lover.”

    Saskia rolled back on her haunches, as if to breathe in the fullness of her statement. She shrugged a deep sigh, and looked off towards the river. “What does that even mean?” she said. “I don’t own her heart. The heart isn’t something to be owned, or controlled. It’s something to be honored, and upheld.”

    “You’re not angry or jealous then?” Fjörna asked.

    “Of course I’m jealous,” Saskia said softly. “But that doesn’t mean you did anything wrong.”

    They sat quietly for a time, watching the river sparkle in the morning light. Fjörna thought back to the way her heart had felt crushed at the sight of Streya being held in Lukasha’s arms. She peeked over at Saskia, wondering if that was how she felt about Ichante.

    “How do you put up with it?” she asked.

    “Put up with what?”

    “A couple weeks ago, I saw Streya dancing in someone else’s arms, and it hurt so much that I thought I might break in two from the sight. How do you live with a feeling like that?”

    “It’s hard,” Saskia admitted. “It’s hard to believe in the specialness of what I share with Ichante, when she experiences something special with someone else. Sometimes it hurts, just like you describe.” She paused, taking a deep breath. “But I force myself not to turn away from the pain of it. I force myself to face it, and to feel it completely. Then I won’t have to live in constant fear of it. That painful feeling, I’ve found, gradually softens, even if it doesn’t go away entirely.”

    “Aren’t you afraid of losing her to another person?”

    Saskia smirked. “When your lover is the heir to the throne, you enter the situation knowing exactly what is and isn’t possible. From day one, I knew that she wasn’t mine to hold onto.”

    “But if she wasn’t the princess?”

    Saskia eyed the river thoughtfully. Her hair had come slightly loose, and she thrust a strand behind her ear. “If I lost her, it wouldn’t be because she loved another.” She paused, unconsciously reaching up to touch her necklace. “I sincerely believe in the heart’s ability to love, and then to love some more. Our ability to love is infinite, even if our time isn’t.” She glanced over at Fjörna, a sad smile on her face. “I’m terrified of losing her, or of things changing between us. But I want her to be free. I guess, I’m still figuring it all out.”

    Fjörna nodded and looked away. Taavi had found a sunny patch of grass to sprawl in, and was gazing languidly out at the river. Saskia, likewise, found her gaze settle on his furry form. After a few minutes, she broke the silence.

    “Ichante told me about the bandits,” she said. “She told me how Taavi rescued the three of you.”

    Fjörna gave an involuntary shudder, and reached up to touch her neck; even though two days had passed since the attack, she could still feel the knife as it pressed against her throat. Her hand trembled, and she forced herself to lower it, lest she call any attention to herself.

    But Saskia had already noticed, and turned to look at her with concern in her eyes. “Are you all right?” she asked.

    Fjörna shook her head, too distraught to lie.

    “Do you want to talk about it?” Saskia asked.

    Again, Fjörna shook her head, her jaw tightening in obvious distress.

    “I think you should,” Saskia said. “I think you should tell me what happened.”

    “Why would that help?”

    Saskia exhaled heavily. “So you don’t have to carry it on your own. Sometimes, the things that happen to us can grow even larger in the silence we keep. Sometimes, though it’s a thing of the past, it remains a part of your present, always there weighing down your heart.”

    “What did Ichante tell you?”

    “Only that you were nearly killed, and your dog saved your life.”

    Fjörna nodded, her eyes suddenly wet with tears. “I’ve never been so terrified,” she whispered. “It happened so fast.”

    “Tell me,” Saskia said.

    “He came out of nowhere, and pulled me from the saddle. The knife he pressed against my throat, it was so cold. I couldn’t move. I couldn’t even breathe, I was so scared.”

    “What happened?”

    “Taavi must have heard me call to him.”

    “You called his name?”

    “No. Just in my mind. But I swear—he must have heard me. He startled them, knocking over the one who held me, freeing me from his grasp.” Fjörna shuddered and looked down.

    Saskia scooted closer and rested a hand on her knee. “And then what happened?” she asked gently.

    “Then it was over. Ichante reacted so quickly—she injured the other, and they both ran away. But if Taavi hadn’t come…if Ichante hadn’t acted so quickly…” Fjörna paused, her throat tightening as tears threatened to emerge. “I was certain that I was going to die. It still frightens me. It’s hard to sleep. I wake up in the night, and I can feel the knife pressed against my throat.”

    Saskia sat quietly beside her, watching as the girl struggled to breathe. She kept her hand atop Fjörna’s knee, hoping that the physical contact might help to keep her in the present. “But you’re alive,” she said softly. “You survived.”

    “But I wouldn’t have survived without them.”

    “Why does that matter?”

    “Look at what happened just on our way here! If you hadn’t pulled me from danger, that carriage would have run me down. I’m just as helpless here, in broad daylight in the middle of the city, as I am out there!”

    “No, you’re not,” Saskia replied. “Sometimes we all just need a little help. It doesn’t make you helpless. It makes you human.”

    “But what good is my magic if I can’t help myself in a situation like that?”

    Saskia gasped, and reached up to touch her bronze cheek. “You don’t mean that. I know that you don’t mean that.”

    “No,” Fjörna whispered. “I don’t.”

    “Listen to me,” Saskia said. “You are a very brave, very special person. Ichante can see it. I can see it. Look at the guidance you gave her on your journey! You might need help in certain ways, but you offer so much in others.”

    “She told you about all that?”

    Saskia nodded. “She did. But more than that, she told me how much she trusts and values you.”

    Fjörna gave a great exhale, her eyes searching the riverbank for Taavi. He had moved, and was far up the waterway, chasing a squirrel as it dashed up a tree. Fjörna gave an involuntary smile, soothed by the sight of his dancing tail. Across the river, the purple door was still shut tight, but she could see the back of Naima’s silver-flecked hair through the window.

    “I’m scared about going home,” Fjörna finally said.

    “Why?”

    “Because I don’t know how to face any of this on my own.”

    “But you have Naima.”

    Fjörna shook her head. “It’s not the same as having Ichante. Somehow, I feel like our bond is all tied up with what needs to happen.”

    “You mean the prophecy?”

    Fjörna nodded. “Our purpose is bound together, and I feel scared to face it without her.”

    “That makes sense,” Saskia mused. “I think Ichante must feel the same way.”

    “Really?” Fjörna asked with surprise.

    “Aye. She’s changed since she’s returned. Her spirit feels heavy with the road she must walk. But she doesn’t need to carry the burden alone.” Saskia paused, fixing Fjörna with a stare. “And neither do you. You have people you can trust. You’ve told me as much.”

    “You mean Streya.”

    “Aye. And even if I’m here in the capital, you have me as well.”

    Fjörna gave a start at her proclamation, and turned to meet her gaze. Her hazel eyes were steady and calm, and Fjörna could see the ground in them. She knew that Saskia told the truth.

    “You really mean that, don’t you?” she asked.

    “Of course I do,” Saskia replied.

    “But why? You barely know me.”

    “Knowing doesn’t have much to do with time,” Saskia replied. A small smile lighted on her lips. “I thought you knew that.”

    Fjörna grinned and was about to say something, when she saw the door to the apothecary open out of the corner of her eye. Naima stepped out into the bright sunshine, her hand raised up to block the sun.

    Saskia nodded towards the distant figure. “Looks like we’re out of time,” she remarked.

    She was about to stand up, when Fjörna reached out to hold her arm. “Thank you,” she said.

    “For what?”

    “Thank you for looking with an open heart.”

    Saskia blushed at her comment, her cheeks dimpling as she smiled. Fjörna let go of her arm, and Saskia clambered to her feet, wiping her palms free of dirt. Turning around, she reached down to help Fjörna up.

    Once on her feet, Fjörna glanced around for Taavi. He was far up the river, ambling along the bank. She gave a sharp whistle, and he whipped his head around, searching for her. Catching sight of her atop the hill, he started to run, his path straight as an arrow as he zipped past oak trees and bounded up the slope. He brushed up against her legs, panting as he turned to gaze back at the river.

    “He’s very special,” Saskia remarked.

    Fjörna had bent down to press her face into his thick fur, but glanced up at her comment. “So are you,” she said.

    Again, Saskia pinked at her words. “Come on,” she said.

    Naima watched as they tramped down the hill, noticing the way their faces lit up whenever they chanced to look at one another. She grinned, pleased. She sat down on a bench beneath a willow tree, sighing with contentment as a slight breeze brushed past her face. It sent the branches of the willow tree swaying, and she closed her eyes, listening to the tree as it danced around her. In the next moment, the girls had joined her by the bench, and she rose to her feet.

    “Did you find everything you were looking for?” Saskia asked.

    “I did,” Naima replied. She patted at her bulging bag, a satisfied smile on her face. “Now, all that’s left for me to do is prepare it. I’ll need for you to gather some equipment for me, and bring it up to my room. I’d do it myself, and just ask you to direct me, but Her Highness requested we keep quiet about what we’re doing.”

    “I understand,” Saskia said. “Her Highness told me as much. Let’s get the two of you back to the palace, and I’ll see about getting the things you need.”

    As they turned down the path, Fjörna glanced once more to the hilltop where she and Saskia had just been sitting. The breeze continued to roll through the park, sending ripples through the grass, and setting the leaves of the oak tree they’d been sitting beneath aflutter. She wondered that so much could change in just a few short minutes. She grinned and shook her head. Would she ever understand people, she thought to herself?

    From up ahead, Saskia was leading the way down the dusty, dirt trail. Her hair had fallen completely free of her makeshift braid, and it glinted in the mid-morning light. She moved with the grace of a willow tree, supple and sweet, and completely at ease with itself. Sensing Fjörna’s gaze on her, Saskia glanced back. Her handsome face broke into a grin, the light of which reached all the way up into her eyes. Watching her, Fjörna felt her body fill with warmth as the knowledge sank in, deep in her bones, that she had made a friend.

    

  
    Chapter Thirty-Four

     

    
     

    Impossible Choices

     

    Ichante paced back and forth in the courtyard. The sky was a beautiful blue, crisp and clear with the rare white cloud interrupting its surface. But she didn’t notice. She didn’t even bother to look up. Her brow was deeply furrowed, her hands clasped decidedly behind her back, and her gaze was fixed on the ground. She drew many curious glances from the passing servants and knights, but she was too distraught to care.

    She had planned to wait for Lorcan on one of the many stone benches that dotted the courtyard. She had planned to appear calm and collected, perhaps thoughtful, but certainly not upset. He was late, however. And as the minutes passed, she only grew more and more anxious, wondering if perhaps he was trying to send a message by his lack of deference.

    Had her father told Lorcan of his decision to name him heir? For that was certainly what he had done in demanding her betrothal. From her perspective, either she married Lorcan and they ruled side by side, or she relinquished the crown, and he was named sole heir, to rule over Staerjka as king. Her right hand clenched into a fist, but she took a deep breath and forced it to open. There was no sense in exposing her fear or anger. What was done was done, and the best she could do was figure out what exactly Lorcan knew, and what he planned.

    She paused in her pacing and closed her eyes, her mind turning back on her recent journey to the mountain. Did she dare tell Lorcan what she had learned? And would he even believe her if she did?

    She gave a great heaving sigh, and opened her eyes. Squinting up, she focused on her father’s window, high up in the castle. His face did not peer down on her, nor did she expect it to. She had checked on him just after breakfast, and he had barely shown enough strength to say her name, let alone stand and walk. She knew his days were numbered, and that his fate rested in Naima’s hands. Her jaw clenched, her lips clamping together, and she thought for the hundredth time how much simpler things would be if Naima were unsuccessful. She hated herself for the thought, but couldn’t banish it from her mind. So focused was her stare that she didn’t notice Lorcan as he came bustling down the wide staircase. He paused on the bottommost step, his eyes coolly assessing her, before continuing across the courtyard.

    “Cousin!”

    She closed her eyes for the span of a breath, willing a smile to her lips. Turning around, she was thankful to see that he still had the instinct to bow, and she extended her hand out for him to kiss.

    “Lorcan,” she said. “How good it is to see you.”

    His brown hair was tied back in a loose ponytail, the ends of it just grazing the top of his royal-blue tunic. He wore a gold sash around his waist, and she couldn’t help but admire the way it complemented his gold-rimmed spectacles, which seemed all the more dazzling in the midday sun.

    “It is lovely to see you,” he declared.

    As he stood, he flashed her a wide grin, and she was relieved to see that it still reached his eyes. After everything she had said to him when last they had met, after the blatant way she had resisted his advances, she had sincerely wondered what sort of welcome she would receive.

    “I didn’t expect to get your note,” she said.

    He shrugged. “What can I say? I missed your company and was eager to see you.”

    They were drawing stares from the passing servants, and she glanced around, anxious to take their conversation out of earshot. “Shall we be off?” she said.

    “Of course.”

    As they turned around, he casually looped her arm through his. She paled at the assumed intimacy, but didn’t resist. Rather, she forced the smile to remain on her face. “Where are we going?” she asked.

    “I thought that perhaps we might visit that pond,” he replied.

    She nearly stumbled, but his grip was firm and she quickly recovered. Of course he wanted to take her there: to the place where she had rebuked him. It confirmed all her worst fears—that he was aware of her father’s demand, and knew that she must accept his proposal.

    Thankfully, he refrained from mentioning it most of the way. It allowed her time to collect herself, to consider her options. What could she do? Her father had built her a trap, with no doors and no windows from which to escape. If she turned down his proposal, she lost her crown, and all ability to restore magic to the realm. But if she said yes to him, what then? What demands would he make, now that he knew he had secured the crown?

    He was all jovial ease, not even once mentioning her recent time away from court. Instead, he commented on the weather, and the flowers that were blooming in glorious abundance, and even on a lovely green cloak his mother had sent as a gift. Ichante smiled and listened, her thoughts too wrapped up with her impending ordeal to respond in any other way. It was only when he remarked on a recent dinner with visiting dignitaries that she paid real attention, thrusting her worries to the back of her mind. By throwing in this last comment, she knew that he was laying a foundation, implying support from the nobles. Her smile grew hard and brittle, and she looked away lest he notice. She let him continue to speak, knowing that she only had mere minutes to prepare for what felt like an onslaught.

    As they left the road, she recognized the beech trees that they had run through not two weeks prior. It was nearly summer, and the canopy had grown thick, the leaves forming a bright green awning that blocked out the sun. If she had felt any better, she might have thought it was a beautiful day. As it was, all she could think about was how trapped she felt. She swallowed down a lump in her throat, and allowed him to tug on her hand, sensing defeat as their steps progressed.

    The pond was just as she remembered it, placid and sweet, with a short wooden pier that jutted out over its smooth surface. Maple trees lined its meandering shore, the countless red-petaled flowers of spring giving way to the broad, dark green leaves of summer. He dropped her hand as they stepped onto the pier. She watched as he bent down to touch the water, his long fingers dangling beneath the cool, blue surface. He glanced back, his eyes searching as he peered at her face.

    “What is it?” she asked.

    He stood up, brushing his hand against his pant leg to dry it. “We have to talk,” he replied. All pretense of geniality was gone, and in its place formed an expression of reserved scrutiny.

    Her palms grew sweaty, and she clasped them behind her back, hoping that he didn’t see how they trembled. “What do you want to talk about?” she asked.

    “Ichante, your father told me everything; about the history of Staerjka; about the vow that is required of any new monarch; even about your quest in search of a magical flower.”

    “What do you think about it all?”

    He sighed and looked away. “I’ve had about a week to take it all in. In truth, when I first read the history, I was completely shocked. I hadn’t really believed in magic, not even when I told you I was open to it.” He glanced back, and in his eyes she saw a slight suggestion of shame. “I’m sorry I didn’t believe you,” he said.

    “It’s all right,” she replied.

    He nodded, and looked out over the pond. “Reading about our near demise was terrifying. It made me realize how completely helpless I would feel in the face of something like magic.”

    “But not all magic is bad,” she argued. “As my father even told you, I went in search of magic that might help him.”

    “True. But that’s putting a lot of faith in the goodwill of all maegkana. It only takes a small fraction to overwhelm our entire world.”

    “I take it that you think the vow is just?” she said.

    He fixed her with a stare, his eyes alarmingly cold. “Of course I do,” he replied. “Don’t you?”

    She exhaled heavily, closing her eyes as she forced herself to lie. “Of course I do,” she said. “I only wanted to hear your thoughts on the subject.”

    He nodded, his expression softening. “Your father wants us to wed.”

    “I know,” she said. “He’s not been subtle about it.”

    Lorcan took a step forward, his gaze searching as he peered at her. “He told me that you’re still open to it.”

    She opened her eyes, and was surprised to see the look of half hope that even now filled his face. “I am,” she said.

    “But after everything you told me…” He trailed off, waiting for her to reply.

    “I meant everything I said. I am not attracted to men, but I must marry one if I am to be queen.”

    His face fell, his eyes hardening once again. “If we are to wed, then I don’t want you to be with anyone else, man or woman.”

    His declaration startled her into silence. She hadn’t considered that he would take such a stance. He had seemed supportive, in his own way, when she had told him about her preferences. She had thought that he would come around, and see that any marriage with her would mean an unorthodox arrangement. “You mean, you wouldn’t allow me to have a mistress?” she asked.

    “No,” he replied flatly. “If we are to wed, then I need you to commit to being with only me.”

    “You know that’s impossible!” she exclaimed.

    “No it’s not,” he argued. “It’s just not what you want. Ichante, I love you. It would break my heart to imagine you with another.”

    “Lorcan, I told you the truth. I can’t change who I am.”

    “Maybe you just haven’t tried,” he replied. “In any case, those are my terms if we are to wed.”

    “You say it would break your heart to imagine me with another. But it would break my spirit to repress the truth of who I am.”

    “I don’t care,” he replied.

    “But you said that you love me! How can you love me, and not care?”

    He looked away, confused. “Th—that’s not what I meant,” he stammered. “I didn’t mean to say that ‘I don’t care.’ What I meant to say is that…” He trailed off uncertainly.

    “What did you mean to say?” Her voice was pitched abnormally high, and he glanced up uncomfortably.

    “You know what marriage means, Ichante. It means joining your life with another, living all the rest of your days in a romantic, loving partnership. How could we do that if you were only partially invested? How could we do that if I knew you secretly loved another?”

    “You know the options I face!” she cried. “You know that I can’t choose the life I would truly want.”

    “Then give up the crown if it’s so important to you to be with a woman. Give up the crown, and move on with your life.”

    She closed her eyes. Inside her head, it felt like a thousand voices were screaming. She thrust her hands through her hair, cradling the back of her skull as she tried to quiet them. Oh, how she wished she could just give up the crown! How she wished she could leave all of this behind her! Unbidden, the image of Ylva filled her mind, the older woman’s dark sad eyes looking upon her with such profound compassion. Ichante felt her lips tremble, and she knew that she was near to tears. In her mind, Ylva nodded her head, and Ichante knew what she must do.

    She opened her eyes, her face strangely calm. “I will marry you,” she said. “I will desist from being with other people, but on one condition.”

    He struggled to hide his smile, but even with the oddly detached look on her face, he couldn’t help but feel ecstatic. “Anything,” he said.

    “We must make all our decisions together. I know that when we wed, many will consider you as the leader of Staerjka, as the one who is truly in command. If we wed, then I need it to be clear that we are equal partners, and that we don’t make decisions that go against how the other feels.”

    “Ichante, you know me! I wouldn’t have it any other way.”

    She nodded, relieved that at least he had agreed to that. “Good,” she said.

    “When shall we wed?” he asked.

    He looked so happy, like a little boy who had just been given a peach pie, freshly baked out of the oven. She felt it tug at a small piece of her heart, a piece that still cared for him. She gave a faint smile, unable to deny him at least that.

    “I want to wait and see if my father’s health improves. Once we see how he responds to this new remedy, then perhaps we can set a date. Right now, I don’t imagine that being any sooner than next summer.”

    “A whole year!” he cried.

    “When your sisters wed, how long were their engagements?”

    He thought back, his expression slowly turning from one of resistance to one of acceptance. “I suppose it was about a year,” he remarked. “It seems so long.”

    “It takes a while to plan these things. And those weren’t even royal weddings.”

    “You think we might wait even longer?” he asked anxiously.

    “It really depends on the health of my father. We should be able to set a date by the end of this summer.”

    “And you would agree to my condition?” His voice was edged with metal, and she knew that on this he would not budge.

    “I agree,” she replied. She extended out her hand, waiting for him to take it. “Come,” she said. “Let’s go tell my father.”

     

    
     

    It was nearly seven o’clock, and they had just put the last stopper on the final potion. Fjörna sank back into the armchair, reeking of dried sweat and herbs, compliments of an afternoon spent preparing countless bottles of medicinal syrup for the king. She gazed at the tabletop with a dreamy sense of accomplishment, idly looking over the numerous blue bottles that cluttered its surface.

    Saskia sat in the neighboring armchair, likewise fatigued from a day spent assisting them. “That’s a lot of bottles,” she grumbled. “Do you really think he’ll use them all?” she asked, glancing towards Naima.

    Naima was washing her hands in the basin, rubbing at her fingers vigorously. They had made so much syrup in the last few hours, and only after spending the better half of the day decocting herbs, that her skin had become imbued with the lingering scent of the potion. She raised her hands to her nose, tentatively sniffing at her fingertips, before turning her head away in distaste. With renewed determination, she scoured at her hands, scrubbing them until the skin was too dry to continue. Sighing, she patted at them with a cloth before turning towards Saskia.

    “He will,” she said.

    Saskia looked up in surprise. Nearly a minute had passed since she’d made her query, and she had assumed Naima wasn’t going to answer her. She eyed the table skeptically. “All of those bottles?” she asked.

    “He’ll be taking a spoonful three times a day for the next six months,” Naima replied. Her own words seemed to spark worry in her mind, for in the next moment she strode across the room to stand above the table. She paused, peering down at the potions with her hands on her hips. “He might even run out,” she muttered, half under her breath.

    Alarmed, Saskia sat up straight. “Oh, no,” she said. “Think positively. It’ll be just the right amount, and not a drop less.”

    Fjörna grinned with amusement.

    “I see that smile!” Saskia exclaimed as she threw a pillow at her. “But I know that you have about as much interest in making more potion as I do!”

    Fjörna caught the pillow, chuckling. She glanced over at her mentor, who was still standing in front of the table, scrutinizing the number of bottles. Fjörna sighed, peeling herself out of the chair, and joined her.

    “Do you want to make more?” she asked.

    “Nay, not really,” Naima said. “Besides, we used the last of the flower. I don’t think we could make any more, even if I wanted to.”

    “Then why are you even thinking about it? Why are you worried if there’s nothing more you can do?” Fjörna asked.

    Naima nodded in agreement, forcing herself to turn away. “You’re right,” she said. “I suppose I just feel anxious, leaving the palace with His Majesty still so sick.” She glanced at the clock, noting the time. “We’d best get going. It’s nearly time to meet Ichante for dinner.”

    “Shall I help you bring the potions to her chambers?” Saskia asked.

    Naima smiled at her warmly. “That would be most welcome,” she replied.

    Earlier in the afternoon, Saskia had gone in search of a wooden wine crate, having had the idea that the vacant wine slots were perfectly sized for the numerous bottles huddled on the tabletop. It was to this that she now moved, easily picking it up and bringing it over to the bed. Once she’d placed it on the mattress, she joined Naima at the table. Naima had begun to tuck the bottles haphazardly under her arms, but Saskia shook her head, half smiling as she reached for them.

    “Allow me,” she said.

    She slid them into the empty slots, smiling with satisfaction when she saw how well they fit. Soon, the crate was full with the bright blue bottles, leaving only a handful unaccounted for atop the table. She glanced back, noting how both Naima and Fjörna had picked up the remaining potions; while Naima had tucked a bottle into each hand, Fjörna was juggling at least four.

    “Did we get them all?” she asked.

    “Aye,” Naima said. She looked around the room, narrowing her eyes in annoyance at the sight of all their equipment strewn about the bedchamber. Her gaze lingered on the bedraggled remains of the herbs, heaped in a large ceramic bowl. Beside it, resting on a dirty towel, sat the used strainer, which was peppered with sodden flower petals and twigs.

    “Don’t fret about it,” Saskia said. She nodded towards the clutter. “I’ll take care of cleaning all this up while you’re at dinner.”

    Naima gazed at her, momentarily speechless. “I can’t thank you enough, for all the help you’ve already given us,” she finally replied. “You really needn’t clean up after us on top of it all.”

    “And leave you to do it? With the early morning you have ahead of you?” Saskia arched a single eyebrow and shook her head. “I think not.”

    Naima felt tears spring to her eyes, and blinked them away. She looked down, surprised at how overwhelmed she felt by the young woman’s show of kindness. It was a rare person who didn’t quail under her gaze, and more rare still to find someone so unconsciously considerate. A full minute passed before she was able to look up. “Well, please do call if you’re ever visiting Mjönes. It would be a joy to see you.”

    Saskia pinked at her offer, sensing that she meant it. “It would be my pleasure,” she replied. “Now come. It’s time to get the two of you to dinner.” Cindri sauntered over, looping his silken tail around Saskia’s leg. He gazed up at her, his green eyes wide and intense. “My mistake,” she said as she nodded down at him. “It’s time to get the four of you to dinner.”

    Fjörna grinned, pleased that Saskia was not uncomfortable around Cindri. She felt her cheeks warm as Saskia looked up at her, matching her grin. Fjörna held her gaze for a moment before looking away, astounded at how quickly she had grown to care for Saskia. She was easy to like, but more than that, there was something about her, something indescribable, that invited Fjörna to be unabashedly herself.

    They stepped out into the hall, quickly falling in line behind Saskia. Taavi paced alongside Fjörna, and she glanced down at him, thankful as always for his company. Cindri had perched himself atop Naima’s shoulder, and stared back at her, his green eyes drooped half closed in an uncharacteristic expression of leisure.

    The torches had been lit along the length of the corridors, lighting their way. They passed by a series of windows, and Fjörna peeked out, reveling in the view. They were high up in the castle, and from where she stood, she could see a handful of turrets and towers, the cream-colored stone darkening as the sun began to set. Along the outer wall, she glimpsed the tiny figure of a knight, slowly making his way along his circuit. A breeze coursed through the courtyard, rippling through the trees, and causing the guard’s crimson cloak to dance, the heavy cloth appearing as fluid as water in a pond.

    She paused, wondering if she would ever visit the palace again, or if this was the last time she would see the towering structures, imposing against the darkening sky, and the formal elegance of its many inhabitants. She knew from the prophecy that she would likely see Ichante again, but under what circumstances, she knew not. Soon, she would be back in Mjönes, and the palace, with all its magnificence, all its refined grandeur, would be nothing more than a memory.

    Taavi butted up against her leg, recalling her to the present moment, and she turned around to look for the others. They had neared the end of the corridor, and she jogged after them, lest they turn down a random passage and leave her unknowingly behind. At the sound of her footfalls on the stone floor, Saskia peeked back, sharing a brief smile with her before turning forward again. Thankfully, Ichante’s chambers weren’t much further; Fjörna could tell that the crate was growing rather heavy, for Saskia’s arms had begun to tremble. Even so, she kept an upright posture, and when she again glanced back at Fjörna, she had a sparkle in her eyes.

    She nodded towards an intersecting passage. “This way,” she said.

    They turned a corner, one that was less frequented by the palace servants. Fjörna could see a balcony at the end of the corridor, with a wide view of the valley. The mountains loomed in the far distance, their silhouettes dim and silent beneath the sapphire-blue sky. It was that gorgeous blue that preceded night, full of mystery and magic.

    Saskia led them nearly to the end of the hall, to the door closest to the balcony, before stopping. “Here we are,” she said.

    Naima stepped up, shifting both bottles to her left arm before knocking twice.

    “Come in,” a muffled voice called, and Fjörna could barely distinguish it as belonging to the princess.

    Ichante was by the window, hunched in a plush red armchair and clutching a glass of dark red wine. She had been gazing out at the distant forest, ruminating over the day as the sky gradually deepened towards sundown. A scowl had practically ingrained itself on her face, but as Saskia slipped through the door it disappeared.

    Fjörna stepped into the room a moment later, and Ichante gave a start, nearly spilling her wine; she hadn’t quite considered what it would be like for both Fjörna and Saskia to be in the same room, at the same time. She darted a furtive glance towards Saskia, anxious to discover if her lover was angry; after the day she’d had, it was more than she could bear. Saskia grinned roguishly as she set down the crate, her eyes twinkling with mirth at the princess’ marked discomfort. Ichante exhaled with relief, her lips stretching into an easy smile, the first she’d had all day.

    Fjörna stood fixed to the spot, her attention riveted on the silent exchange occurring between the princess and her lover. She watched as something passed between them, invisible to the eye, and yet somehow palpable to her. It was like a flash of light, and it filled the space between them. She was startled by the subtle beauty, and made an indistinct sound, again attracting Ichante’s notice.

    Ichante rose from her armchair, but without any clear intention. There was something in Fjörna’s expression that made her uneasy. It wasn’t the way Fjörna watched her, with that profound awareness that evoked the stillness of night. No, it was something more. It was the way Fjörna was looking between Saskia and herself, as if she understood that there was something alive that tied them to one another. Ichante cast another look at Saskia, an unspoken question passing between them. Saskia nodded, shrugging her shoulders as a faint smile crossed her lips. Ichante’s eyebrows shot up in surprise, and she cleared her throat uncomfortably.

    “Thank you for helping them make the potion,” she said.

    “It was no trouble, Your Highness,” Saskia replied.

    Ichante ran a hand nervously through her hair; it was clear that she wanted to say something more, but was hesitant to do so with an audience.

    “Will that be all, Your Highness?” Saskia asked. She gave a quick wink, the corners of her mouth twitching in a suppressed smile.

    “Yes,” Ichante said. “Yes, that will be all.”

    Saskia gave another curtsey, turning to smile first at Naima and then at Fjörna before moving towards the door. As she passed by Taavi, she bent down, scratching him briefly on his withers, before stepping out into the hall.

    Ichante felt a soreness creep through her chest; she dearly wished Saskia could have stayed. But, though she trusted her travel companions, especially given that Fjörna already knew of their clandestine relationship, she still thought it best to maintain appearances. There was no telling who was keeping an eye on her doings, now that Lorcan had established a foothold at court. And after the agreement she had just come to with her cousin, they needed to be particularly cautious.

    She swallowed down the lump in her throat, resolutely turning her thoughts towards her company. She glanced at the table, appreciating for the first time the sheer number of bottles that filled the crate. She looked up at Naima, her eyes wide with admiration. “You’ve been busy,” she remarked.

    “Aye,” Naima replied. “We have indeed.”

    “Dinner should be here soon,” Ichante said. “Until then, perhaps you could tell me a little about these blue bottles.”

    “Of course,” Naima replied.

    Ichante nodded at the table, indicating that Naima should sit down, and then carried the crate over to her vanity, laying it gently down on the pale wooden surface. She paused before returning to the table, exchanging a quick glance with herself in the mirror, commanding herself to remain composed.

    Fjörna joined Naima at the table. Her attention lingered on Ichante, however, and she watched as the princess gave her reflection an odd sort of grimace. When Ichante turned around, it was with a broad smile on her face, but Fjörna wasn’t fooled.

    “What happened?” Fjörna asked.

    Ichante’s smile wavered for a moment, before falling away entirely. She dropped her gaze, pointedly not looking at Fjörna. Taking a deep breath, she joined them at the table without answering. Just then a knock sounded on the door.

    “Come in,” Ichante called.

    Three footmen entered, each carrying a tray brimming with covered dishes. One of the footmen bent down near the door, placing two large bowls on the ground, smiling faintly as Taavi and Cindri sauntered over. With a flourish, he whisked the covers off, stepping out of the way as they quickly set to eating. The other two footmen gathered around the table, their faces impassive as they distributed the plates. Lastly, they set a bottle down, and at a nod from Ichante, filled three wineglasses full of sparkling white wine.

    “That will be all,” Ichante said.

    
They each bowed, before twirling around and stepping back into the corridor.

    As the door closed, Ichante couldn’t help but notice that Fjörna was still staring at her, with her dark eyebrows cinched together in obvious concern. Ichante tried to ignore her, instead reaching for her wineglass and taking a long sip. She knew that it was futile to keep the realities of the day at bay, but she longed to anyways.

    “Thank you for inviting us to dinner,” Naima said.

    Ichante smiled warmly at her. “It’s my pleasure,” she replied.

    “Have you been to see your father yet?” Fjörna asked.

    “I have,” Ichante replied. “I visited with him first thing last night, right after I saw the two of you to your chambers, and a couple times today.”

    “And how is His Majesty?” Naima asked.

    “He’s almost unrecognizable,” Ichante replied. Her jaw hardened as she picked up her fork, jabbing at her meal. “It was quite a shock to see him.”

    “The potions will help, Your Highness,” Naima said.

    Ichante looked up, searching Naima’s eyes. “You honestly think so?” she asked.

    “I do,” Naima replied.

    Ichante nodded and turned back to her meal. She gripped her fork fiercely, as if it were a sword and she was heading into battle. They ate in silence for many minutes, Ichante quietly mulling over the day’s events, and wondering how much to tell them.

    Finally, Fjörna couldn’t take it anymore. She rested her hand on the table, drawing Ichante’s attention. “Whatever it is, will you please tell us what happened?”

    Ichante slowly set her fork down. She stared at it for a moment, and then looked up, meeting Fjörna’s eyes. She honestly didn’t know what to say. She had meant to return to the palace with a plan of action, with some sort of hope for the future. But in a single day, all of that had been dashed into dust. And now, as she looked into the eyes of the black-haired apprentice, her soul’s companion on this long, unknown journey, she knew that she couldn’t be anything other than forthright.

    Naima watched the silent exchange, sensing that it wasn’t her place to interrupt. She sat back in her chair, waiting to see how the princess would respond.

    Ichante swallowed hard, and then nodded towards Naima. “It’s as you said. My father took a turn for the worse, and when I wasn’t here, he confided many secrets to my cousin, Lorcan.”

    “The one you mentioned on the mountain?” Naima said.

    “Aye. We spent much time together as children.” Ichante paused, her throat tightening with emotion. “My father doubts my resolve. He does not trust that I will uphold a vow, even if I make one. As such, he has declared that if I do not marry Lorcan, then he will name my cousin heir to the throne in my stead.”

    “He can’t do that!” Fjörna exclaimed.

    “Ah, but he can,” Ichante replied. “Honestly, he wouldn’t get any resistance. Lorcan is my father’s own nephew, and he is well liked and respected at court. And, lastly, he is a man. I think the nobles would be relieved if he were appointed heir.”

    Naima watched her steadily, looking past the outward show of strength. The princess appeared tired, more tired than Naima had ever seen her. She looked as if she hadn’t slept in a week, and was somehow resigned to never sleep again.

    “What will you do?” Naima asked.

    Ichante met her stare, for once not quailing under the weight of her penetrating gaze. “It’s already done,” she replied. “I accepted Lorcan’s proposal earlier this afternoon.”

    Fjörna gasped, but at a firm look from Naima didn’t say anything more.

    “And you’re sure this is the path you must take?” Naima asked.

    Ichante nodded, her eyes unwavering. “I am,” she replied. “Earlier today, I took a walk with Lorcan, and I learned about his stance on magic. He’s as hardheaded and terrified as my father. He won’t see reason, and he has no room for compassion. He can’t see that maegkana are people, the same as him or me. All he can see is the threat they pose, and he is committed to stomping that threat out.”

    “What if he knew the truth?” Fjörna asked. “What if you told him everything that we’ve learned?”

    Ichante gave a great sigh. “It’s hard with Lorcan,” she said. “I trust that he means well, but after reading the history, his initial reaction was far different than mine. His first thoughts were of defense, and justification. Not compassion, or horror at what was done to all of those people.” She paused, nodding towards Fjörna. “He hasn’t met anyone like you, anyone who can do magic. And I fear that if he did now, he would not come to the table with an open mind. In a way, I doubt he’s even capable of seeing a maegka as a person, so tainted is his heart with fear. My father has painted a picture for him, one of violence and helplessness. Perhaps if he’d had an earlier association, he might look on things differently. But as it is, I fear that in telling him what I know, and about my intentions, that he would turn against me, thus making it impossible for me to learn all the things I need to.”

    “What will marrying him solve?” Naima asked.

    Ichante paused as she gathered her thoughts. “Well, for one, it gives me more time. Time to uncover exactly how my father even finds maegkana, and other creatures of magic. Time to learn where he imprisons them, and who guards them. Time to discover whom his allies are in this fight against magic. There’s a whole system in place that I need to unearth, and entering into a betrothal with Lorcan means that I will have time to do that. Not to mention, my father is more apt to share his secrets with me if he thinks I’m in alignment with his goals and values.”

    Naima eyed her shrewdly. It had not gone unnoticed that the princess had not actually discussed the marriage, and only the betrothal. “But will you actually marry him?” she asked.

    Ichante reached out to hold her wineglass. Gently, she ran her finger around the rim, her thoughts moving a mile a minute as she considered the question. Slowly, she raised the glass to her lips and took a long sip. Setting it down, she met Naima’s gaze squarely. “I don’t know yet,” she replied. “I’ve been thinking about just that all day.”

    “And what have you been thinking?”

    “When Ylva spoke about the prophesy, and about our restoring the land with magic, she never mentioned anything about my being queen. Also, there is a maegka who I know, a man who can see the future, at least pieces of it. Over the winter, I asked for his help; for his guidance. I mentioned him to you when we first met; his name is Eshne. I didn’t understand it at the time, but when he looked into the future, he saw Lorcan being crowned as king, and I was nowhere in the realm.”

    “Where were you?” Fjörna asked.

    “He didn’t know. Perhaps in some other kingdom? He said that I was alive, but not in Staerjka.”

    “And you’re wondering if you relinquish your crown,” Naima mused.

    Ichante nodded, her eyes hardening with sudden resolve. “I can’t marry Lorcan. It would be the death of me.”

    “But what of magic?” Fjörna asked. “What of the terrible things he will do once he assumes the throne?”

    Ichante’s gaze softened at the look of panic on her face. “Turning my back on being queen does not mean turning my back on Staerjka. You heard the story, the same as me. Princess Gyllene relinquished her right to wearing a crown, and gathered a resistance to her cause. Once I know more, perhaps I could do the same.”

    “But she was hunted!” Fjörna argued, her voice thick with emotion.

    “I’m not saying it will be easy. But perhaps I could do more good from afar. Perhaps then I could have friends by my side, instead of an adversary who sleeps in my bed and who commands the guards at my door. As long as I wear a crown, I am trapped. For a time, I think I could use that to my advantage, while they think I am on their side. But the moment I change course, I think it might be best for me to get some distance.” Ichante paused, glancing down into her wineglass. “Besides which, he made demands of me that I can’t uphold.”

    “What kind of demands?” Naima asked.

    Ichante exchanged a brief look with Fjörna. “Personal ones.”

    “Oh,” Fjörna murmured.

    “In any case,” Ichante continued, “I think my hardest challenge will come if my father gets well. There will come a time—I am sure of it now—when I will have to defy him.”

    Ichante paused and looked at Naima. Her hands were trembling, and she grabbed one with the other to still them. “How do I stand up to my father?” she asked. “How do I choose between someone I love, and something I believe in?”

    “I understand that conflict very well,” Naima said quietly.

    “You do?” Ichante asked.

    “Aye,” Naima replied. “I also left my mother, years ago. I didn’t want to, but I had to in order to live. In order to live in accordance with myself.”

    “Was she terrible?”

    “No,” Naima said. “Far from it. She was my heart.” Naima paused, taking a moment to center her breath. “She was a loving mother, and a dear friend.”

    “Then why did you have to leave?”

    “Because I couldn’t live as myself in our village. I would have had to hide my gifts, which would have been akin to hiding the essence of who I am.”

    “But don’t you do that now? In Mjönes?”

    “If I did that now, I wouldn’t live as a healer. I wouldn’t listen the way I do. No, I don’t do that now.” Naima paused, considering what more she wanted to say. Cindri hopped up onto her lap, and she absentmindedly stroked him along his back, eliciting a soft purr. “It’s complicated,” she continued. “Because in some ways it’s better here than it was there, because no one believes in magic, and so no one is looking for it. However, it’s worse here too, also because no one believes in magic. It wears away at the soul to have the depth of who you are dismissed and not believed in.”

    “Why didn’t your mother come with you?”

    “It would have been a hard life for her. My journey was blind. I didn’t know what to do, or where to go. I spent many years wandering, a good portion of that time as a fugitive, and that was no way for someone of her years to live.”

    “Did she want to come with you?” Ichante asked.

    “A part of her did, just as a part of me wanted to stay. But her life was there.”

    “Except for you,” Ichante muttered.

    “That’s right,” Naima replied. “Except for me.”

    “I don’t understand why she would remain living somewhere that was dangerous for you? Stay living in a place where people looked upon you so horribly?”

    “Every place we knew of was like that,” Naima replied. “Where could we have gone? It took me a long time to find a place where I didn’t have to hide all the time. Where I didn’t have to constantly look over my shoulder. It took me years.”

    “I’m sorry you had to leave her,” Ichante said quietly.

    “I am too,” Naima replied. “But to stay wasn’t an option. To stay would have been akin to choosing not to live, because it would have meant not choosing myself. And eventually, when we don’t live in accordance with who we are, with the very essence of our soul, we start to die. It’s a gradual process, but relentless. It’s a sickness that no medicine can cure, and no magic can heal.”

    “I don’t want you to go,” Ichante whispered. “I don’t want either of you to go.”

    “I know, Your Highness,” Naima replied.

    Ichante pushed roughly out of her chair, and walked to the window, looking out at the distant forest, and the stars in the sky above. She spoke without turning around, and Fjörna could hear that she was crying. “Once you’re gone, it will be like none of this happened. Once you’re gone, there will be nothing to remind me.”

    “That’s not true,” Naima argued. “You will be there to remind yourself. If there’s anything I’ve learned of you in these past few weeks, it’s that it’s practically impossible for you to turn away from your heart.”

    “What does my heart have to do with it?”

    “Your heart is what you listen with, what you look with. Your heart is the reason you found me. And your heart is the reason you won’t be able to forget.”

    “I’m not ready for this,” Ichante whispered. Her voice was so quiet that they could barely hear her. “I’m not ready to walk away from everything I’ve known. I’m not ready to walk away from my father.”

    “Then you shouldn’t walk away,” Naima replied. “As Ylva said, you can only do what you can do. In the end, your path will become clear, because it will be the only one that you can take.”

    Ichante brushed at her eyes with her fingertips, wiping away the tears that lined her cheeks. Slowly, she approached the table and rested her hands lightly on the back of the chair. “What should I do in the meantime?” she asked.

    “Learn all that you can,” Naima replied. “As you said, your father has a whole system in place, a secret system, that hunts down maegkana, and either imprisons them or has them executed. He told you as much himself. Learn how it works, and where the prison is located. You know that the naemithstone was broken in two, and that one part is imprisoned in the crown, and the other in your father’s sword. You need to plan a way to get those stones, and escape with your life.”

    “All of that, without him suspecting,” Ichante said, half under her breath.

    “Aye. He must trust you, otherwise he will not show you anything.”

    “But how can I just stand by and let him continue to persecute people?” Ichante asked. She gripped the back of the chair until her fingers turned white.

    Fjörna rose, moving swiftly around the table. She rested a hand on top of Ichante’s, gently loosening her grip. “Come,” she murmured. With one hand wrapped around Ichante’s waist, she guided the princess around the chair so that she could sit down.

    Once seated, Ichante stared up at her, but there was a hollowness in her gaze, a sense of desolation, and Fjörna knew that Ichante was imagining the horrors she might have to face while she maintained her masquerade. Fjörna released her hand and circled back around the table. Ichante looked after her, frightened to be suddenly alone. After a moment’s hesitation, Fjörna snatched up her own chair, dragging it around the table, and set it down beside Ichante. Then, with a resolute lift of her chin, she reached down to take Ichante’s hand, holding it softly.

    “Your heart will tell you when it’s time to act,” Naima said.

    “And until then?”

    “You can only do what you can do. It isn’t for me to say what that is.”

    “But I love my father,” Ichante whispered.

    “I know that,” Naima replied. Her eyes were lined with grief, her voice gentler than Fjörna could ever recall having heard it. “I know this choice weighs heavy on you. I can’t tell you what to do, or what to believe in. But I can tell you that a life devoted to something you’re not, is no life at all.”

    “And my father?”

    “Your father has his own choices to make, his own moral compass to follow.”

    “I don’t know if I can do this,” Ichante rasped.

    Fjörna squeezed her hand, and Ichante looked over, meeting the girl’s dark brown eyes.

    “I don’t know if you can’t,” Fjörna whispered.

    Ichante nodded, and shut her eyes tight in an attempt to keep the tears from falling. Fjörna rested her head against Ichante’s shoulder, keeping slow time with Ichante’s breath. Naima watched them from the other side of the table, observing the subtle signs of intimacy that they didn’t even know were on display. She sighed, gazing down at Cindri.

    They finished the rest of their meal in almost complete silence, only breaking it to talk about the potion and how it should be administered. By the time they were done, and the plates had been cleared away, it was nearly ten o’clock. Ichante glanced at the clock, knowing that their time together was quickly dwindling. She met Naima’s gaze from across the table, and found herself straightening her posture under the weight of her stare. Naima nodded, a faint smile on her lips, and in that small moment Ichante knew that she could succeed—that she must.

    “Well, we’d best get to bed,” Naima said. “It’s been quite a day.”

    “It has,” Ichante agreed. “Before you go, I want to pay you for your trouble.”

    “It was no trouble,” Naima replied. “Perhaps effort would be a better word to use.”

    Ichante smiled at the correction. “All right then,” she said. “For your effort.”

    She walked to her dresser, rummaging through its contents until she found a small satchel, heavy with coins. She tossed it once into the air, deftly catching it, before handing it to Naima.

    Naima arched her eyebrows at the weight, and peeked inside. “Your Highness, this is far too much,” she said.

    She tried to return it, but Ichante took a full step back, her hands upraised. “Nonsense,” she insisted.

    “There’s no way I could even dream of using all of this,” Naima maintained.

    “Then save it for a rainy day,” Ichante replied. A sad smile formed on her lips, all the gusto of a moment before gone. “We both know one will come.”

    Naima withdrew her hand, closing her fingers around the bulky satchel. “I understand,” she said. “And I thank you.”

    She squatted down so that Cindri would have an easier time hopping up onto her shoulder. Once he was well situated, she stood and faced the princess, her hand extended. “It has been my pleasure,” she said.

    “Mine as well,” Ichante replied. As she shook her hand, Ichante glanced briefly at Cindri, realizing with surprise that she would miss him as well. She smiled at the cat, before again addressing Naima. “I trust this is far from our last meeting.”

    “That’s right,” Naima agreed. She turned towards Fjörna. “Come, little one,” she said. “We have a long day ahead of us.”

    Fjörna hesitated, briefly meeting Ichante’s eyes.

    Ichante stepped forward and clapped a hand on Fjörna’s shoulder. “Just a moment,” she said. “I had hoped to speak with Fjörna in private.”

    Naima paused, looking from one to the other, her face carefully blank. “I see,” she said. “Well, in that case good night. And I will see you,” she continued, fixing her gaze on Fjörna, “at dawn.”

    Fjörna nodded, unable to speak. Once the door was closed, she turned towards Ichante, but found that the princess had moved to the hearth, her arm resting on the mantle. Fjörna clasped her hands behind her back, determined to keep them from fidgeting, and joined her.

    Ichante turned as she neared, her face close to tears. Fjörna stepped closer and reached up to gently wipe her cheek. “It’s going to be all right,” she whispered.

    “Is it?” Ichante asked.

    “I hope so,” Fjörna replied.

    Ichante nodded and sat down on the couch. “I don’t really know what I’m doing,” she admitted.

    “Nor do I,” Fjörna replied. “But that doesn’t mean we won’t find our way.” She paused, wondering if she dared to bring up the thought that had sprung into her mind. “I’m glad you have Saskia. I’m glad that you trust her.”

    Ichante smiled. “It seems that she trusts you as well. I didn’t expect for her to tell you about us.”

    “Is she the reason you can’t marry Lorcan?”

    Ichante shook her head, frowning. “No. I am. Even if I wasn’t facing everything else, I still couldn’t marry him. I meant what I said: it would be the death of me.”

    “But to give up your crown…”

    “I’m not just giving it up for that. You understand why, don’t you?”

    Fjörna nodded. “I do. It’s just sad that we can’t think of another way.”

    “It’s only sad if I believe that I was meant to be queen. But I think I was meant for more, for something else altogether. And so, how can it be sad if I’m fulfilling the true purpose of my life?”

    “Do you really think that?”

    Ichante exhaled heavily, her gaze fixed on the fire in the hearth. She ran her hands through her hair, and Fjörna smiled at the familiar gesture. “I’ve been thinking about it all day, and it’s what I keep coming to. The gods put a certain path in front of me, and it’s not one I would have ever considered. I thought I wanted to be queen. I mean, I didn’t think I could want anything else. I didn’t even know about the history of Staerjka until this year, let alone my place in it. Now, wanting to be queen feels like the dream of a child, and I’m not a child anymore. I suppose what I want for my life has changed, and I can only trust that it’s aligning itself with what I’m meant to do, and who I’m meant to be.”

    “You sound like Naima,” Fjörna remarked.

    Ichante brightened, unconsciously sitting up straighter. “Really? That sounds like a compliment.”

    Fjörna smiled, endeared that she would take it that way. “It is,” she said.

    Ichante stood up and joined her by the hearth. She rested a hand on Fjörna’s arm, gently fingering the fringe of her tunic. “Well, I’m sure we will meet again.”

    Fjörna felt her heart begin to race at the nearness of her. She looked up, allowing herself to stare into the princess’ sandy-brown eyes. “I hope so,” she said.

    Tentatively, Ichante moved a strand of Fjörna’s hair out of the way. It was such a small gesture, in no way indicative of anything more, but Fjörna found herself lifting her chin. Ichante hesitated for just a moment, and then bent down, lightly pressing her lips against Fjörna’s cheek. Fjörna closed her eyes, breathing in the sweetness of her touch, and only opening them as Ichante pulled away.

    “You are so dear to me,” Ichante murmured.

    Fjörna smiled from deep in her belly. Ichante’s hand still rested on her arm, and Fjörna gently covered it with her own. She didn’t know what to say. She didn’t even know if she could speak past the lump in her throat. Her heart felt so full of love she thought it might break. These last three weeks had boiled down to just this moment, with their hands clasped, one on top of the other. All she could do was squeeze Ichante’s hand, and hope that the princess would understand the world of feeling that she was trying to convey in her slight grip. And then she let go, nodding once before turning away.

    As Fjörna crossed the room, she wondered whether or not she’d have the strength to look back one last time. She opened the door, pausing in the entryway, her breath thick in her chest. With a final surge of courage, she looked back, wishing that this wasn’t goodbye, and that somehow her worlds could merge. But as she gazed at Ichante, she intuitively knew that it would be quite some time before she saw the princess again. Fjörna drank in the sight of her, standing by the fireplace, with her blazing eyes and mess of strawberry-blond hair, ever tangled, and ever beautiful.

    And then the door closed, and Ichante was gone.

    Fjörna felt a sob catch in her chest, but she held it there, knowing that it wasn’t the time to let it out. She cupped a hand over her mouth and leaned against the closed door, pressing her forehead against the smooth, cool surface. Beside her, Taavi nudged at her other hand, his persistent snout eventually drawing her attention away from the door, and what stood behind it. Fjörna knelt down, wrapping her arms around his thick, sturdy body, letting her face nestle into his plush fur. He waited quietly, knowing he needed to be still.

    After a few minutes, she sat back on her heels, gazing tenderly into his soft brown eyes. “Ready?” she asked.

    He looked calmly back at her, and she nodded, taking his unwavering gaze as agreement. As she rose to her feet, the world began to spin, and she grasped at the wall. She forced herself to look at the door, and then turn away. With her chin raised high, she began to walk down the hall, making her steady way towards a new day.

    
    Chapter Thirty-Five

     

    
     

    Homecoming

     

    The forest was darkening by the minute. Even so, Fjörna recognized the stretch of carriage road they were traveling on, and knew that within moments they would burst out of the woods and be able to see Mjönes in the dwindling light. Sure enough, around the next bend the trees fell away, and the sky opened up, showcasing a spectrum of blue that transformed from deep navy on the horizon, to indigo blue as it reached back towards the woods, to a softly luminous sapphire just behind them. The sea was nearly black, and to her seemed endless as it stretched out towards the horizon. Mjönes itself was just visible as an assembly of dark buildings, nestled around the horseshoe shape of the bay.

    Ahead of her, Naima slowed her horse to a walk and waited for Emery and Fjörna to catch up. She gazed out at the countryside, and even in the dark Fjörna could tell that she had a smile on her face. Pulling up alongside her, Fjörna inhaled deeply, relishing the scent of dusk as it spread across the vast farmland, smiling as she heard the sound of crickets coming from either side of the road.

    “We’re almost home,” Naima remarked.

    “Aye,” Emery said.

    He had been taciturn over the course of their trip, revealing little of his thoughts. With his grey hair and short beard, Fjörna couldn’t help but be reminded of a battered seagull, standing on the edge of a beach, facing the incoming wind with stalwart patience; she had found that the resemblance was even more pronounced when he squinted up at the sun. Nevertheless, each time she’d caught his eye, she had glimpsed a trace of kindness, almost of endearment, when he gazed back at her. She wondered at it, and whether it was particular to her, or if he looked upon all women in such a way.

    Naima turned to face him. “Will you be staying in town?” she asked.

    “Aye, for a couple days.” He reached in front of him, patting his horse on the withers. “It would be nice to give this fellow a break before heading back to the capital.”

    Naima nodded in approval. “Of course,” she replied. “And where will you lodge?”

    “At the inn down by the docks. It was most agreeable during our last visit.”

    “Thank you for escorting us all this way,” she said.

    “It was no trouble,” he replied, and there was a touch of warmth in his voice.

    Naima eyed him thoughtfully. “I could make a bed up for you in my home,” she said. “I have a large pasture your horse could stretch his legs in. And perhaps we could…talk a little more.”

    His lips stretched into a rare smile. “That would be most welcome, m’lady.”

    Naima nodded curtly, and then glanced at Fjörna.

    Fjörna met her eyes briefly, suppressing a smile as she encouraged Kainoa onward.

    The road curved to the right, passing through acres of farmland. A sense of stillness pervaded the landscape, spreading across the rolling hills and seeping into the ground, instilling the earth with a tender tranquility that mirrored the darkening sky. As they passed through the apple orchard, Fjörna glanced towards her left, peering down the innumerable dark rows of trees, soaking up the simple quiet of the night.

    They soon arrived at the trail that veered from the main road, the one that would lead her home. She pulled Kainoa to a stop, squinting as she looked down the path. She could just make out the old oak tree that she had climbed since childhood, the one she could see from her bedroom window. Beyond it, the house loomed silent and oddly intimidating, and she felt an unexpected sense of anxiety surge up from within her. She tightened her grip on the reins, making Kainoa shift restlessly beneath her.

    “What is it, little one?” Naima asked. She nudged her horse forward so that she could better see Fjörna’s face.

    Glancing over, Fjörna found herself soothed by the intensity of Naima’s gaze, which even in the dark seemed to behold the very center of her. “I don’t know,” she replied.

    “Try,” Naima insisted.

    Fjörna nodded, swallowing nervously. “I’ve been in your company for so long, and in the company of the woods. Coming home feels different.” She paused, giving a tentative smile. “I suppose I just feel a little out of place.”

    Naima gave a low chuckle and glanced down the dark, dusty lane. “I’m sure you’ll be fine,” she said. “Returning home after being away is always a challenge. You’ve grown in ways you can’t possibly yet know. I suspect that coming into contact with your old life will make the changes all the more obvious.”

    “Is that how it is for you?”

    “Aye. It can be an uncomfortable feeling, but one that I’ve learned to welcome.”

    “Because it means you’re growing,” Fjörna remarked.

    Naima cocked her head to one side, arching an eyebrow as she studied her young companion. “Aye,” she said.

    Fjörna turned to look out at the distant bay. The sky had begun to fill with a profusion of stars, each one shining all the brighter because of the darkness that surrounded them. This view of the coastline was so familiar to her; it was one that she had looked upon nearly every day of her life. Now, as she took in the glimmering starlight, and listened to the soft rustle of wind as it shimmied through the tall grass, she could feel the difference inside of her; she was not the same person she had been when they had set out on their quest three weeks before. True, she felt nervous to see her family, knowing that they wouldn’t be able to recognize or understand the subtle kingdoms in which she lived. But she no longer needed them to, and that, she realized, was the greatest change that had taken place over these last few weeks. She no longer needed their validation. She could be her own witness, know the value and beauty of her own perspective, without needing their affirmation. She turned towards Naima, her eyes bright even in the dark shadows of night.

    Naima watched her curiously, sensing that some new understanding was taking root inside of her. “I was very proud of you on this trip,” she said.

    “You were?”

    Naima smiled affectionately. “Aye, I was.” She shifted in the saddle, her gaze once more fixing on the trail that led towards Fjörna’s house. “Are you ready?” she asked.

    Fjörna gave a great sigh and turned to follow her gaze. “Aye,” she replied.

    “Do you want me to come with you?” Naima asked.

    “Nay,” Fjörna said. “I’ll be fine on my own.”

    Again, Naima smiled her knowing smile. “I know you will be.”

    She glanced towards Emery before nudging her mare down the carriage road. He had been waiting just out of earshot, but was alert to her every movement. He briefly met Fjörna’s eyes, bowing his head in a silent farewell, before following after Naima.

    Fjörna sat frozen in her saddle, her breath faltering from the sudden pang she felt in her heart. It was really over; their journey had come to a close, and nothing made that more real than watching Naima disappear into the night. Taavi was sniffing at a tuft of brush on the side of the road, but sensing her disquiet, turned around. He gave a singsong sound, drawing her attention away from the empty road. She met his steady gaze, her chest unclenching as she listened to the soft pant of his breath, and smiled as she realized that she wouldn’t be making the final trek home entirely alone. Thrusting her shoulders back, she fixed her eyes on the silhouette of the wide-armed oak tree and urged Kainoa down the shadowy lane.

    Her home sprawled like a jagged black mountain against the midnight-blue sky. Lights shone in many of the windows, and as she neared the front drive, she heard the faint sound of laughter. She inhaled deeply as she drew abreast of her mother’s flower garden, savoring the sweet scent of honeysuckle as it wafted up to meet her. The scent invoked a sense of comfort that rivaled the apprehension in her chest, and her heart swelled with gladness. Whether or not she was seen in all her complexity, in all her subtle beauty, she realized that she was still thankful to be home.

    The front door opened, throwing her into sudden light. She squinted, holding her hand up in front of her face, trying to distinguish whose dark silhouette filled the doorway.

    “Fjörna?”

    “Aengus!” she cried. Her heart swelled even larger, and she was amazed at how excited she was to hear his voice.

    He clambered down the stairs, catching her up in his arms just as she hopped down from the saddle. She nestled her face in his shoulder, allowing him to spin her once around. He smelled as if he had spent the day in the sun, and his tunic, she saw, had a grass stain stretched across one shoulder.

    “Ah, it’s good to see you!” he exclaimed.

    He held her close, squeezing her tightly as he swiveled back and forth. She surrendered to his embrace, and quite unexpectedly began to cry, her tears quickly dampening his tunic. In recent months, he had been so harsh, so reticent with her; she had forgotten what it felt like for him to simply love her. As he wrapped her in his arms, all memory of their recent discord was pushed aside. If only for this moment, she was thankful to feel as if she had a brother again.

    He stepped back so that he could really look at her, his hands resting on her shoulders while his eyes scoured her face. “You’re crying. Are you hurt?”

    “No, no. I’m just so happy to be home.”

    He exhaled with relief and pulled her into his arms once more. “I was so worried,” he said.

    “Worried?” she repeated.

    “Aye, ever since you left. We woke the next morning and Streya had that ugly bruise on her face from where that scoundrel hit her. She said you weren’t hurt, but I didn’t dare believe her—not until I could see you for myself.”

    “What happened aft—”

    But she was cut off by the sound of footsteps rushing out onto the porch. Aengus stepped back, releasing her from his embrace. Looking past him, she felt her heart nearly burst with joy at the sight of her parents. The light from the house fell onto their backs, but even so she could still see their stunned faces illuminated by the lamp her father held.

    “Fjörna!” her mother called.

    Beatrice rushed down the steps, lifting up the hem of her skirt so that she wouldn’t trip over it. Her blond hair was tied back in a simple bun, exposing her delicate, heart-shaped face. Her eyes crinkled around the edges, and she exhaled in profound relief as she wrapped Fjörna in her arms. From over her shoulder, Fjörna could see her father wipe away tears from beneath his spectacles as he slowly descended the stairs. She was dumbfounded by her reception, as her parents rarely showed her such blatant affection. She closed her eyes, allowing herself to be fully swept into the arms of her mother. As her father stepped up beside them, he laid a hand upon her shoulder. Opening her eyes, she was shocked by the tremulous smile on his face.

    “Mother,” she said softly. “Father.” She paused, reaching out to touch the stubble on his chin. “It’s good to be home.”

    “Thank the gods you’re home!” Beatrice exhaled. “I’ve been counting the days.” She stepped back, but kept a firm hold of Fjörna’s arm, as if unwilling to be parted from her daughter ever again.

    Fjörna smiled shakily up at her. She couldn’t recall the last time her mother had looked at her with such palpable warmth. Again, her eyes grew wet with tears, blurring her vision, and she gave a slight laugh as she wiped them awkwardly away.

    As her vision cleared, she finally noticed that the yard had filled with a small assembly of people, all there to welcome her home. Without meaning to, she sought out Streya’s face, like a magnet instinctively finding true north. And there she was, standing next to her mother, beaming at Fjörna with flushed cheeks. A flame flared up in Fjörna’s heart, searing her from the inside and making her breath grow faint. If she could have, she would have leapt across the distance between them and gathered Streya close against her chest; but it wasn’t safe, not with her family and the house servants looking on.

    Fjörna tore her gaze away, instead turning towards the towering figure of Lila. She had obviously just rushed out from the kitchen, for she still wore her sauce-splattered apron, while her abundance of dark curls was bound decisively under a cobalt-blue handkerchief. Fjörna continued to look around the half circle, her chest constricting with emotion at the warmth that greeted her. Her eyes lingered on Björn, and she smiled at him, pleased when his broad, rugged face broke into a wide grin. She laughed, again looking around, smiling at each face in turn.

    “It’s good to see you all,” she said. “I feel so happy to be home.”

    “You must be hungry,” Giles said. He tucked her arm into the crook of his elbow. “We were about to sit down to dinner.”

    She glanced once more behind them, seeking out Streya’s face. Locking eyes with her, she realized that eating was the furthest thing from her mind. All she wanted was to spend the evening curled up in Streya’s arms, smelling the scent of her skin, as they talked about everything that had happened since she’d left. But that would have to wait. As if reading her mind, Streya shrugged her shoulders and grinned. With an internal sigh, Fjörna turned back to her father and nodded.

    “Björn will take care of Kainoa. Won’t you, Björn?” Giles said as he turned towards the burly hostler.

    “Aye. It would be my pleasure. And Taavi as well.” His voice was a deep rumble, reaching out from the dark to soothe her overly excited heart. She smiled gratefully, watching as he bent down to scratch Taavi behind the ears.

    Still dabbing at his eyes, Giles led Fjörna towards the house. As they mounted the stairs, Aengus bounded up in front of them, turning to beam down at Fjörna when he reached the top step. She laughed again, wondering that she had even for a moment felt uneasy about returning home.

    She paused as she stepped into the foyer, looking around. The lamps had been lit along the whole length of the hall, throwing the paintings on the walls into high relief. In the sitting room to her left, a low burning fire crackled in the hearth, and she wondered if her family had been gathered there before her arrival, reading or knitting as the grandfather clock kept time. There was something profoundly familiar about being home, something that comforted her heart. And yet she felt slightly removed, as if she were a stranger who had stepped into the old country house for the first time. She shook her head at the thought, and smiled up at her father, who couldn’t stop grinning.

    “If I’d known you were coming, I would have requested a feast!” he said.

    “I’m sure it will be delicious, Father.”

    “Perhaps you’d like to wash up?” Beatrice said. “And change into a fresh set of clothes?”

    “Yes, Mother,” she replied. She glanced down at her bedraggled, dusty ensemble, smiling at how dirty she suddenly felt. “That would be most welcome.”

    “Of course,” Giles said. He patted her hand before releasing it. “We’ll wait for you in the dining room. Take all the time you need.”

    “Thank you,” she replied.

    He turned towards her brother. “Come along, Aengus. Let’s give your sister a little space to settle in.”

    Aengus had his foot on the bottommost step, and had obviously been planning on accompanying her upstairs, but paused at his father’s bidding. He winked at her, showcasing a wide, toothy grin, before turning to follow their father down the hall. She watched after him, puzzled by the change in his behavior. Was it because of what had happened after the Spring Ball? Or had her time away just made him realize how much he cared for her?

    Beatrice lingered at the base of the stairwell, her eyes fixed on her daughter’s face. She reached out to cup her cheek, interrupting Fjörna’s thoughts. “I’m so glad you’re home,” she said.

    “Me too,” Fjörna replied.

    She almost asked her mother about Streya, and about what had happened following the Spring Ball, but didn’t. She didn’t want to feel her mother stiffen, not after the warmth of her reception. Besides which, she wanted to hear it from Streya.

    Her room was dark, but smelled like home. She sighed from deep in her chest and reached up to unfasten her cloak. Lighting a lamp, she made a slow tour of the room, her fingers tracing over the various surfaces. Not even a month had passed, and yet it felt like years since the last time she’d touched her bedspread. Shaking her head, she slipped out of her coat, wrinkling her nose in distaste as she came into sudden contact with her smell. Though she turned first one way and then the other, she couldn’t quite evade her scent, which was thick with two days’ worth of dried sweat. Wishing she could bathe, she settled for a quick scrub at the basin in the washroom, stopping only when she could sniff under her arms without recoiling. Then she rummaged through the great wooden chest at the base of her bed, smiling with satisfaction as she pulled out an olive-green dress. Oh, how luxurious it felt to wear clean clothes! Tying the sash behind her, she blew out the lamp and hurried downstairs.

    The dining hall was lit with a multitude of candles, while a fire burned heartily in the large, stone hearth. Her family was already seated around the table, with her parents positioned in their usual places at either end of the long table. Fjörna took her seat, briefly exchanging a smile with Aengus, who was facing her from across the table, before turning her attention to her father.

    “Feel better?” he asked.

    “Aye,” she said. She paused, turning towards her mother. “Thank you.”

    “Of course, my darling,” Beatrice replied.

    Soon enough, the plates had been set, the drinks poured, and the servants were once more out of earshot. Fjörna reached uncertainly for her glass of water, taking a small sip as she awaited the questions that she was sure would come. Why hadn’t she prepared more, she thought to herself? She had been so worried about feeling out of place, that she had given barely any thought to what she would tell them about her time away.

    As if on cue, Giles leaned forward expectantly, his blue eyes wide with excitement as he peered at her through his spectacles. “How was your trip?” he asked.

    She stared at him, her mind working furiously, trying to come up with something to say.

    “Yes, darling,” Beatrice said. “Do tell us all about it.”

    Fjörna picked up her fork, regarding it thoughtfully as she twirled it between her fingers. Taking a deep breath, she turned to face her father. “Well, there’s really not much to tell. We spent most of our time on the road.”

    Surprised, Giles cocked his head to one side. “On the road? How so?”

    “We needed to go in search of a medicinal flower to help heal His Majesty, and so I was only at the palace for a few days.”

    “And were you able to find it?” Beatrice asked.

    “We were,” Fjörna replied.

    “But how was the palace, when you were there?” Aengus asked.

    She grinned as she imagined how he would have reacted to the towers and turrets, and the lavish outfits of the Palace Guard. “You would have liked it. There’s so much to see, especially in the capital. So much activity!”

    He leaned forward, his eyes sparkling with interest. “What was King Gustav like?” he asked.

    “I only saw him when he was quite unwell, so I really couldn’t say.”

    “And is he better now?” Giles asked.

    Fjörna frowned, shaking her head. “Oh, not yet,” she replied. “It will still take some time. Naima made him a potion that he’ll likely be taking for the next six months. He was on the verge of dying, and one doesn’t come back from that so quickly.”

    “Of course, of course,” Giles muttered.

    “In any case, we’re so glad you’re home,” Beatrice interjected.

    “I am too,” Fjörna replied.

    “What about the princess?” Aengus persisted. “Did you get to spend any time with her?”

    Fjörna hesitated, her thoughts drifting back to their last night in the palace, and all that had preceded it. “Oh, a little bit,” she replied.

    “And what was she like?” he asked. He sat on the edge of his chair, his curiosity far from satiated.

    “Yes, I’m also interested to hear what you thought of her,” Giles said. “As you know, I met her briefly over the winter.”

    “Aye,” Fjörna said. Again, she hesitated, fidgeting with her napkin under the table as she rifled through her mind for something to say, something that wouldn’t give too much away. “She was intense, but sincere. And she never treated either Naima or me with anything but respect. I really liked her.”

    Giles smiled, nodding his head in agreement. “That was my sense of her as well,” he replied. “Well, it sounds like you’ve had quite the adventure. I wonder if Mjönes will seem too small after your time away.”

    “Oh, no!” she said earnestly. “I doubt that very much.”

    His smile broadened. “Well then,” he said. “Shall we eat?”

     

    
     

    It was quite late by the time Fjörna headed up to bed. She was beyond tired, but her sudden return home had invigorated her family, and they were unwilling to let her out of their sight. It was only after a number of very intentional yawns that they had reluctantly let her go.

    Taavi, she could only assume, was spending the night with Björn. And so she trudged up to the second-floor landing alone, her body aching from weeks spent on the road. The hall was dark and thick with shadows, but a slight flickering light marked the base of her door. She smiled, suspecting that Streya was waiting for her on the other side. Her heart hammering with anticipation, she reached for the handle and pulled it open.

    A small fire burned in the hearth, casting a warm glow on the empty room. Fjörna glanced quickly around, but Streya was nowhere to be found. Sighing with disappointment, she closed the door behind her and slowly trudged across the room. As she was untying the sash of her dress, her gaze caught on a bouquet of lupin flowers resting on her bed. She paused midmotion, her smile returning to her face, and reached down to trace her fingers across the lush spires of violet-blue blossoms. They were tied at the base with a scarlet ribbon, through which a tiny scroll had been likewise bound. Fjörna picked up the bouquet, pressing it against her nose as she inhaled the sweet, woody scent, before gently pulling the rolled parchment free. Quickly, she scanned the note, her dimples deepening as she recognized Streya’s handwriting.

     

    Fjörna,

    How happy I am that you’re home! I wanted to greet you with these words, but it grew too late, and I have school in the morning whether I want to go or not. Every day that you’ve been gone has felt like a month, and every week like a year. You can’t possibly imagine how much I’ve missed you.

    Will you meet me after school tomorrow? That way I can hear all about your time at the palace, without fear of your family stealing you away from me. Tonight, I could let them have you. But tomorrow, I want you all for myself! If you can, meet me at the beach below Brikhan’s Bluff, at that rock formation we climbed on my birthday.

    Sleep well,

    Streya

     

    Fjörna grinned, and clutched the note close to her chest. Her skin tingled with elation, the disappointment she had felt a moment before all but gone. True, she would have loved to have seen Streya that night, but knowing that they would be able to talk for hours without interruption made it worth the wait. There was so much to tell her! And so much that she wanted to know.

    She bit her bottom lip, glancing out the window towards the starlit sky. What would she tell Streya first? Of their journey to Ylva’s mountain? Or of the kiss she’d shared with Ichante? Of the creature in the woods, who she now strongly suspected was a naemith? Or of the way her injured ankle had healed in minutes? So much had happened in the weeks she’d been away. And most pressing of all was the way her heart pounded at the prospect of seeing her beautiful face.

    Fjörna blushed as she imagined telling Streya of her newfound feelings. Of the way her hands trembled when she fantasized about kissing her lips. Of the way her breath faltered when she dreamt of touching her skin. She felt almost certain that Streya felt the same way she did. But what if she didn’t?

    Fjörna frowned, and glanced down at the flowers she still held in her hands. They had been picked just that evening, probably while she had been down at dinner with her family. Her lips puckered slightly as she imagined Streya sitting here, on her bed, waiting for her to come upstairs; waiting to present her with a bouquet of flowers, the way sweethearts did all across the realm. Her heart warmed at the thought, her doubt melting away as she beheld the soft, purple blossoms.

    A log collapsed in the fire, pulling her attention away from the flowers. It had set a small flurry of sparks flying, each one disappearing in a matter of seconds, seemingly evaporating into thin air. Something about the way the sparks disappeared so quickly struck her, and her forehead creased with the coming of a new thought. She set the flowers down on her bedside table, and bent down in front of the hearth, staring into the flames. So much had happened over the last number of weeks; so many changes had taken place. She could feel all the changes inside of her, building towards a new life; a new path; a new purpose. Where did this love for Streya fit into all of that? Was there even room for love in her life, now that she was meant to do these great deeds? What did her small life matter, in the grand scheme of what must be done?

    Her lips pinched together miserably, and she suddenly she felt more tired than she’d felt in weeks. She stood up, wrenching the dress free of her head and tossed it over the back of a chair; it slipped down onto the floor, but she was too disheartened to pick it up. Her eyes stung with tears, and with a great sniff she wiped them away. Her nightgown was clean, the fabric soft on her skin, and she nearly sobbed as she tugged it down over her body. She glanced at the fire, wondering why it had upset her so, but it continued to burn innocently, as if it had never sent a shower of sparks flying. She rubbed her hands over her face, wishing to regain a fragment of the cheer she had felt just minutes before.

    She clambered into bed, pulling the covers up to her chin, and stared up at the ceiling. Surely this love in her heart was here for a reason. Why else would it have taken root? She gave a heavy sigh, and turned onto her side. Slowly, her eyelids began to droop closed, and she felt her body grow heavy as she sank towards sleep. The last thing she saw before her eyes fluttered closed was the bundle of lupin flowers, steadfastly resting on her bedside table, like a bastion of hope, reminding her that there was always room for love. And then she fell asleep.

    

  
    Chapter Thirty-Six

     

    
     

    On a Misty Shore

     

    Fjörna awoke the next morning to a slate-grey sky. A glance towards the clock told her that it was well past noon, and she fell back against the pillows, pleased that she had managed to sleep in so late. She heard a creak in the hall as someone tread slowly down the passage, and she smiled, knowing that they were moving quietly on account of her. It seemed that the house as a whole had contrived to let her sleep in, and she felt another wave of gratitude wash over her at finally being home.

    Rolling out of bed, she pulled on a robe and trudged over to the window. In the distance, she could see a handful of tiny ships bobbing atop the surface of the bay. It was a view she had sorely missed, and again she felt tears spring to her eyes. Opening the window, she leaned out, inhaling the scent of dampness in the air. It would likely rain later that day, a welcome gift for all things growing.

    Once she’d dressed, she made her way downstairs. Her father was in his study, and she paused by the entrance, not wanting to intrude and yet feeling unable to keep away. He was bending over a piece of parchment on his desk, his eyebrows cinched together as he muttered what sounded like numbers under his breath. She held back, her gaze fixed on his face, going over the slight stubble on his cheeks and chin, and inwardly smiling as he reached up to muss his already tousled hair. The faces of her family felt so dear to her! She hadn’t even known how much she had missed them, but being here, now, she felt like she could stand and watch her father all day, soaking up his visage like sunlight after weeks of rain.

    Finally sensing her presence, he glanced up, his frown quickly turning into a smile. “How long have you been standing there?” he asked as he came around the desk.

    She smiled, closing her eyes as she tucked into his slender arms. “Only a few minutes.”

    He stepped back, his hands resting on her shoulders. “You must be hungry. Your mother asked Lila to set something aside from our meal this morning. Shall I send Ingrid to fetch it for you?”

    “That’s all right, Father. I can get it myself.”

    He nodded, shifting away so that he could reach for a cup of coffee on his desk. “Your brother is down in the south orchard. I’m sure he’d love some company if you feel up for it.”

    “I’m actually going into town,” she replied.

    “Oh?” he said. “I thought you might take a few days to recover from your trip, before resuming your apprenticeship.”

    She fought the urge to look away, knowing that he wouldn’t be happy with what she was about to say. “Yes, that’s right. But I’m not going to Naima’s house today. It’s Streya I’m going to see, after school.”

    Giles froze for a fraction of a second, his mouth tensing at the edges. She waited, watching as he took another sip of coffee. “Well, don’t come home too late,” he said. “We’re having dinner tonight with Ulla and his family at seven o’clock.”

    She looked at him with surprise. “We’ve never had dinner with them,” she said.

    He shrugged, looking away. “Lukasha has been by the farm a number of times since you’ve been away. Last time he was here, he brought up a business venture that he thought might interest me.”

    “But why?” Fjörna asked. “You’ve never done business with Ulla before.”

    He nodded, pushing his spectacles up higher on his nose. “Well, I guess that during one of his visits he got to thinking of ways his father and I could work together. He has this notion that we could use some of their spices in different varieties of our hard cider. To be honest, I think the idea has merit, which is why I’ve invited them to dinner.”

    “But why has he been coming up to the farm in the first place?”

    Giles shifted uneasily, holding his coffee mug awkwardly in his hands. “He’s been coming up to the farm to see Streya.”

    “What?” she said weakly.

    He looked down into his cup before continuing. “He’s been visiting with her, going on walks and the like.”

    Fjörna stared at him, her mind slowly working over what he had just said.

    Giles continued to stand there awkwardly, unwilling to say more, and yet uncertain how to turn the conversation in a new direction. Clearing his throat, he edged back to the other side of his desk, setting his cup down before looking up at her. His mouth twitched in an attempt at a smile, but she wasn’t fooled.

    “I wish I could take a break and join you while you eat,” he said, “but I have a lot of work to do.”

    She nodded numbly and turned to go.

    “I hope you have a nice time out,” he called after her. “See you at dinner.”

    She closed the door behind her, and stood for a moment, her hand resting on the handle. She couldn’t quite believe what her father had just told her. Her mind swirled with questions, none of which she was going to ask him. What exactly had happened while she had been away? Lukasha had shown overt interest in Streya at the Spring Ball, flattering her with his attention and dancing with her in front of everyone. But was he taking it further than that? Was he actually pursuing a courtship with her? And more importantly, was Streya just being polite, or did she actually return his affections? Fjörna’s chest clenched at this last thought, making her breath come up short. What was she going to do if Streya preferred Lukasha to her?

    Even though she felt unsteady, she forced herself to walk down the hall; it wouldn’t do to linger and chance seeing her father again, not while these questions churned within her. Her hands were shaking, and she pressed them down against her thighs, finding comfort in the sensation of cloth beneath her palms. Her belly grumbled, recalling her to her body. She needed to eat, and take some time to think things through. Pursing her lips, she turned her steps towards the kitchen, trying her best to breathe slowly. Nothing had changed, not really. Only last night, Streya had left a bouquet of flowers on her bed, and a note brimming with affection. That had to mean something, she told herself. Didn’t it?

     

    
     

    Fjörna walked briskly along the carriage road, taking comfort in the sheer physicality of her leg muscles engaging. The valley stretched out on either side, soft undulating folds of dark green, interspersed with rugged windswept trees. A breeze brushed past her, setting the leaves of a nearby tree rustling. She inhaled slowly, grateful to be surrounded by so much space, space enough to uncover the layers of feelings that had been building up since the previous night. She smiled as a blue jay swooped across the road, its lavender-blue crest fully raised atop its head, its underside as white as a puffy summer cloud. Fjörna watched as it landed in the branches of a rowan tree, quickly disappearing behind a clump of white blossoms.

    The air smelled rich with rain, and as she neared the edge of town, a faint mist began to fall, covering her hair and face. It was like being bathed in a cool, damp haze of velvet. She turned her face up to the sky, breathing in the soft tenderness of the mist as it rained down on her lips and throat. It calmed her, soothing the frantic beating of her heart, and as she turned back to the road, she felt more ready for the conversation to come.

    She passed quickly through the outskirts of town, occasionally stopping to exchange pleasantries with someone she knew before continuing on. The clouds slowly darkened, and she squinted up at the sky, wondering if a downpour was imminent. Pulling her cloak more snuggly around her, she pressed on, failing to notice that she had caught the attention of a young man walking down the opposite side of the street.

    “Fjörna!” he called.

    She glanced up, her face breaking into a dazzling smile as she recognized Owen. His cap was pulled down low over his forehead, but the tips of his black, wavy hair were still damp from the mist. He dashed across the street, moving faster than she’d ever seen him move, his shoes making sharp claps on the grey cobblestones.

    “You’re back!” he said.

    She thought for a moment that he was going to catch her up in his arms, but at the last second, he pulled up short, so that he was just balancing on the balls of his feet. She smiled up at him, her cheeks growing rosy at the sight of his twinkling eyes. He was peering down at her with such fervor, as if she were a long sought after treasure.

    “I just got back yesterday,” she said.

    He continued to stare at her, his gaze burning. She looked down, uncertain how she felt under the blazing light of his stare. It awoke something inside of her, something she had forgotten about in her weeks away, but it was too small to tell exactly what it was. She waited for him to speak, to break the building silence between them, but his throat was too tight, his chest brimming with more feeling than he could express in just a handful of words. Instead, he took his cap off, wringing it in his hands; he didn’t seem aware that he was twisting it out of shape. Glancing up, she understood immediately how he felt; she had felt that same way countless times when she had been around Streya. With a rush of endearment, she felt the urge to reach out and touch him, but held back, uncertain how to act with him now that she more fully understood her feelings for Streya.

    “It’s good to see you,” he finally said. “I was so worried.”

    “You were?” Her forehead creased and a slight frown crossed her lips. Aengus had said the exact same thing when she had arrived home the previous night.

    He nodded, swallowing down a lump in his throat. “I heard about what happened in the park. About Gosta attacking the two of you.”

    “Does everyone know about that?” she asked.

    “Aye, everyone.”

    Her frown deepened, and she glanced back the way she had come, wondering why her parents hadn’t told her anything. True, she hadn’t asked. But still, they could have brought it up of their own accord. “What happened after I left?” she asked.

    He rolled back onto his heels, his cheeks darkening with embarrassment.

    “Owen?” she said.

    “The next day your parents and Aengus, and Streya and her mother, all came by our house.”

    “Your house? But, why?”

    “Streya had told them what had happened in the park, and also how he had threatened her at the Spring Ball. They thought that my father should know about it, given that the whole incident started in our home. And Giles wanted to make sure that the constable would be arresting him. I’ve never seen him so angry before.”

    “What happened then?”

    Owen briefly met her gaze, and then looked away. He squinted down the street, as if he were looking for something, but Fjörna was sure he was just avoiding answering her question.

    “Owen, what happened?”

    Nervously, he glanced back down at her. “Your brother and I snuck out while everyone was talking. We found him down by the docks.”

    She felt her breath grow shallow as she waited for him to continue. When he didn’t say anything more, she forced herself to speak. “What did you do?”

    “We got into a fight. It was pretty bad, but no one was seriously hurt.”

    She stared at him, her heart pounding. She didn’t know what to say. She had seen the viciousness in Gosta’s eyes, that night in the park; she knew what he was capable of. The fact that Owen and her brother had put themselves in that kind of danger made her blood freeze.

    “Say something,” Owen pleaded.

    “Why did you do that?”

    “Do what?” he asked.

    “You know how dangerous he is!”

    Owen’s nostrils flared, his mouth thinning with sudden anger. “I did it because he hurt you! And he hurt Streya! I couldn’t stand by and do nothing.”

    “But Owen, the constable was going to take care of it!”

    “I didn’t care about him being arrested!”

    “You could have been hurt!”

    His gaze softened, his lips slightly parting at the note of concern in her voice. “But I wasn’t,” he said. “At least not more than a couple of bruised ribs and a black eye. I was fine, and so was your brother. In any case, it didn’t last very long. Some of the fishermen pulled us apart.”

    Fjörna inhaled shakily, forcing herself to acknowledge that this had all happened weeks ago; Owen and her brother had obviously recovered from the fight. “What happened after that?” she asked.

    “He spent a week in prison. After that, his mother insisted that he move out of their house.”

    “Alayne told him to leave?” she said incredulously.

    Owen nodded. “She was quite livid. She’d packed all his things while he was in jail, and didn’t even let him stay one night.”

    “Where did he go?” she asked.

    “Tove hired him down at the tavern. I guess he was good friends with Gosta’s father.”

    “Is he living there too?”

    “Aye, in one of the rooms upstairs. I haven’t seen him much since the fight—only sometimes from a distance. We kind of avoid each other now.”

    “I can’t believe you went after him,” Fjörna said.

    “Are you still angry with me?” Owen asked.

    “No. Just a little shaken up. I don’t know what I would have done if something had happened to the two of you.”

    He smiled with relief. “We’re just fine. But you have no idea how worried I was about you! I’m so glad you’re home.”

    Fjörna couldn’t help but return his smile; his eyes glowed with such warmth. She felt held by his gaze, as if she were really being seen. “I’m glad to be home too.”

    “Are you busy?” he asked. “Would you like to join me for a cup of tea?”

    “Another time,” she said. “I’m meeting Streya just now. But maybe later this week?”

    “I’d like that very much,” he said.

    She hesitated before turning away. Owen was looking down at her with such hope, such longing. And if she was being completely honest with herself, she knew that there was something alive and stirring in her heart too. “How about tomorrow?” she said.

    He grinned and put his misshapen cap back on his head. “Same time?”

    “Aye,” she said. “I’ll come by your house.”

    He beamed at her, and she felt a flutter of exhilaration bubble up into her chest. Turning away, she quickly walked down the boulevard. She sensed that he was watching after her, but forced herself not to look back. Only when she had rounded the corner did she allow herself to slow her steps, until she had come to a stop next to a brick wall.

    Leaning back against the wall, she pressed her palm against her chest, confused by how quickly her heart beat. She yearned for Streya; of that, she was certain. But there was no denying what had just happened. She closed her eyes, softly butting her head against the bricks. She didn’t want to feel this way for Owen! She didn’t want her heart to pull her in different directions! She had thought that in leaving Ichante behind, that her desire would be clear and uncomplicated. But just now, as she had looked up into his dark stormy eyes, she had felt something that was far more than friendship. What was she going to do now?

     

    
     

    It stopped misting as she neared the beach, and as Fjörna squinted out towards the horizon, she saw a thin sliver of blue cutting through the ragged grey clouds. In the next instant, it had disappeared, but she wondered if it was a sign that the clouds would disperse after all, or at least blow further inland. She left her boots on the grassy knoll that was nestled at the base of the bluff, and hitched her skirt up, tucking the hem in at the waistline, so that it wouldn’t drag in the waves as she neared the shore. The water felt icy cold as it swept up over her feet, making her shiver, and she laughed, amazed at how good it felt to be by the sea once more.

    She could see the outcropping of rock in the distance, and slowly made her way towards it, knowing that each step she took was bringing her closer to Streya. The rocks loomed jagged and dark, at odds with her memory of them rising up beneath a sun-filled sky, but she wasn’t intimidated. Instead, she felt a surge of fondness well up inside of her, and her eyes raked over the top of the rocks, searching for the dear face of her friend.

    It was then that she saw her, down by the base of the rocks, leaning back against the craggy surface as she looked out to sea. She was wearing her dark green cloak, and her hood was thrust back, exposing the profile of her face. Her dark, curly hair was undone and fell well past her shoulders. Like Fjörna, she, too, had discarded her shoes somewhere along the beach, and her bare feet were half buried in the sand. Fjörna grinned, quickening her pace.

    As she neared, Streya heard her footsteps on the wet sand and looked up, her green eyes crinkling with delight. Her smile was radiant, almost triumphant, as she grabbed a hold of Fjörna, squeezing her tightly against her chest. Her cloak was damp against Fjörna’s cheek, and smelled faintly of woodsmoke. Fjörna burrowed her face against her shoulder, until her lips were pressed up against Streya’s throat. She inhaled the scent of her skin, shivering happily as it poured into her.

    Nearly a minute passed, and still neither spoke. The waves continued to crash down on the shore, shimmying up the sand in graceful arcs, lapping at their feet with white, frothy bubbles, but they could have been standing on a sunny hill and not known the difference.

    Finally, Streya pulled back, her eyes moist with tears as she stared into Fjörna’s face. “Promise me you’ll never leave again,” she said.

    “You know I can’t promise that,” Fjörna whispered.

    “Then promise me you’ll take me with you, wherever you go.”

    Fjörna stared at her, taking in the firm set of her jaw, and the fire that burned in her eyes. She couldn’t say no to her, and if truth be told, she didn’t want to. “I’ll try,” she whispered.

    Satisfied, Streya pulled Fjörna back into her arms. “Oh, how I’ve missed you,” she breathed.

    “I’m home now,” Fjörna said.

    Streya began to cry into her hair, the sound muffled by the crashing waves. Fjörna wrapped her arms around Streya’s body, reaching up to cup the back of her head. They stood like that for many minutes, their bodies pressed so closely together that it looked as if they had been melded together and become one.

    “I can’t believe you’re back,” Streya whispered. “I want to hear everything. Everything that’s happened since you’ve been away.”

    Fjörna pulled back, biting her lip as she looked up into Streya’s face. “There’s so much to tell. I don’t really know where to start.”

    “Come on,” Streya said. She took Fjörna’s hand, leading her around to the other side of the rocks.

    A plaid blanket was stretched out on the sand, an empty rucksack sprawled next to it. Fjörna sat down, pleased when Streya arranged herself just beside her. Once they were settled comfortably, Fjörna looked up into Streya’s face. She had no idea where to begin, both in terms of sharing her story, and asking questions of her own.

    Streya was equally bemused. After weeks of not knowing anything that was happening to her best friend, now she was sitting beside her, cupping Fjörna’s hand in her own, as if they did this every day of the week. It was disorienting, and Streya didn’t know how to make the transition from one reality to another.

    It was Streya who finally made the first move. She leaned over to pick up the rucksack, pulling out a thin, square box that was tied with a ribbon. Fjörna watched her curiously, wondering what was inside.

    “I have something for you,” Streya began.

    “What?” Fjörna said with surprise.

    Streya smiled, and handed the box over. “I made it for you. Well, Björn helped.”

    Nervously, Fjörna unfastened the ribbon and lifted the lid off the box. Inside lay a roughly carved centerpiece for a necklace: it was a crescent moon. Fjörna looked up in awe. “I can’t believe you made this,” she said.

    Streya had clasped her hands together, and was holding them nervously in front of her mouth. “Do you like it?” she asked.

    “I love it!”

    “Here, you can tie it on with this.” Streya held out a strand of leather.

    Grinning, Fjörna slipped it through the opening in the wood, tying a knot on either side of the carving so that it wouldn’t move back and forth along the strand. She tied it around her neck so that it hung just beneath the dip at the base of her throat. Reaching up, she pressed the tips of her fingers against it, smiling at the feel of wood on her skin.

    “It suits you,” Streya remarked.

    “Since when have you been learning how to carve?” Fjörna asked.

    Streya looked away, the ghost of a frown on her lips. “I’ve been spending a lot of time by myself since you left. Things have just been so strange since Gosta went to prison. I haven’t really known how to talk to anyone—I feel awkward around your family, and the house servants too. And everyone at school has been distant with me since Gosta got kicked out.”

    “He got kicked out of school?”

    Streya nodded. “He was nearly done anyways, but after everything that happened, the teacher couldn’t allow him to come back.”

    “Do the other students think poorly of you?”

    “No, it isn’t that. It’s, well, I don’t really know what it is. It’s as if I don’t fit into any particular role anymore. I feel like I’m…somehow set apart. In any case, it’s been easier to spend time by myself. I don’t feel so awkward, or so lonely.”

    “I’m sorry,” Fjörna said quietly.

    Streya reached down to hold her hand. “It’s not your fault. But I have really missed you. I think Björn got a little worried about me, and about a week after you left, he came to find me. He didn’t ask me any questions, which I appreciated because I didn’t really feel like talking about it, but he did say that he thought I’d enjoy working with wood.” She paused, smiling. “Turns out, I did. This was my second attempt at making you a necklace.”

    Again, Fjörna reached up to touch it. “It’s beautiful.”

    Streya nodded, pleased with herself. “Good. Now then, tell me everything.”

    Fjörna shook her head. “Not yet. I want to hear more about what happened after I left.”

    “But you’ve probably heard all about it already!”

    “Not from you.”

    “Well, all right then. After you left, it felt like the whole world came undone. My mother saw the bruise on my face the next morning, and she was so furious. I thought she was going to march right over to his house and yank him out by his ears.”

    “But she didn’t,” Fjörna said.

    “No, and thank goodness. I think he might have spat in her face if she’d tried—he’s that cruel—but thankfully she went to your father instead and told him everything. Giles ordered the carriage brought around immediately, and we all piled into it. No one said anything about whether or not we were allowed inside, not even your brother.” Streya paused, glancing over at Fjörna. “I think he felt a little guilty about how he had treated you and me.”

    “Did he say anything at all?” Fjörna asked.

    “Not a word to me. But he did look rather upset, and when we got to the governor’s manor, he huddled in the corner with Owen, whispering intensely until Connell asked me what happened. When your parents and Connell started talking about what to do, he and Aengus disappeared.”

    “I heard,” Fjörna said dryly. “They went to find Gosta.”

    Streya nodded. “I think Owen went a little crazy for a minute there. He’s normally so kind and gentle, but from all accounts down at the docks, he’s the one who hit Gosta first.”

    “No!” Fjörna said.

    Streya nodded and continued. “Everyone says something a little different about what happened after, but no one disagrees about that part.” She paused, eyeing Fjörna keenly. “I think he’s a little in love with you. I think he couldn’t stand that Gosta had attacked us, and you in particular.”

    “But you’re the one he hit!”

    Streya shook her head. “That wasn’t really the point, though. In Owen’s mind, he attacked both of us.”

    “He can’t be in love with me. We barely know each other!”

    Streya continued to watch her, noting the way Fjörna’s cheeks had grown flushed. “I think he is.”

    “How do you know?” Fjörna asked.

    Streya hesitated before answering. “Because—” She stopped, unable to finish her sentence.

    “Because why?” Fjörna asked.

    “Because I just do. In any case, Gosta was kicked out of school and spent a week locked away in the prison. His mother made him move out and now he’s living at the tavern.”

    Fjörna felt confused by how quickly Streya ticked off the events; it was as if she had cut her feelings off from what she was talking about. Fjörna couldn’t tell if it was because her mind was somewhere else, or if it was because she felt too scared to allow her feelings to surface.

    “Do you ever see him?” Fjörna asked.

    “Not often. Thankfully, the tavern is on the other side of town. But when I do, he just looks really upset and storms off in another direction. He hasn’t said a word to me since that night.”

    “And Lukasha?” Fjörna asked.

    Streya looked taken aback. “What do you mean?”

    “My father says he’s been coming around the farm a lot recently, to see you.”

    This time, it was Streya who blushed. “He’s come by a few times, especially in the first couple weeks after you left. I think he may be interested in…well, in me.”

    “You mean in courting you?”

    Streya nodded, her fair cheeks turning scarlet.

    “Do you want him to court you?” Fjörna asked.

    “Oh, Fjörna, let’s not talk about this right now!”

    “Why not?”

    “Because you just got back from something daring and grand, and I want to hear all about that! Let’s not talk about him.”

    Stung, Fjörna looked away. “I just want to know how you feel,” she said.

    Streya leaned forward to cup her cheek, forcing Fjörna to meet her eyes. “How I feel is utterly and completely grateful that you’re home. Everything else feels like nothing compared to that.”

    Fjörna felt her heart begin to pound, and reached up to cover Streya’s hand with her own. “I have to tell you something,” she said.

    “What?”

    “While I was away, Ichante kissed me.”

    Streya dropped her hand and sat back. “She—she—she what?”

    “She kissed me. And I kissed her back.”

    “You mean on the lips?”

    Fjörna nodded. “It shocked me to my very core, and it woke something up inside of me. Something that has been there all along, but I didn’t understand what it was until that moment.”

    “What?”

    Fjörna inhaled deeply, her eyes blazing as she replied. “It made me realize that I’m in love with you.”

    Streya gasped at her words, her eyes growing wide. She stared at Fjörna, not daring to believe that she had heard her correctly.

    “Say something,” Fjörna pleaded.

    Streya gave a great shuddering breath. “Did you—did you just say that you’re in love with me?”

    Fjörna nodded, holding her breath as she waited to see how Streya would respond.

    Wordlessly, Streya leaned forward and gathered Fjörna into her arms, sinking her nose into her thick hair. As she breathed in the scent of her, she began to cry, overwhelmed by how happy she felt.

    Fjörna pulled back worriedly. “Did I upset you?” she asked.

    Streya shook her head, her eyes glistening with tears, and smiled. “Not at all.”

    Fjörna felt her heart give a great leap. “Then what is it?” she whispered.

    Streya gave a laugh as she wiped at her tears. “I feel the same about you. I’ve loved you since the day we met. Since you rushed out from the shadow of that maze and chased those boys away.”

    “You have?”

    Streya nodded. “With every fiber of my body. That’s why these last three weeks have been torture. I can’t stand to be apart from you.”

    Fjörna felt a flame leap up inside of her, filling her with a light so bright that it was blinding to behold. Her heart quickened, and without meaning to, without even thinking about it, she leaned forward and placed a gentle kiss on Streya’s lips. Streya froze for the span of a breath, her body tensing with surprise, and then she relaxed as if she were butter melting under the light of the sun. Streya’s lips were soft and warm, and at their touch, Fjörna felt as if her heart were sprouting wings. She kissed her again, her lips reveling in the supple sweetness of her mouth. She felt Streya smile against her lips, and it made her heart beat even faster.

    After a minute or so, Fjörna pulled away, her cheeks on fire. Her gaze darted back and forth between Streya’s two eyes, as she waited, anxiously, for her to say something. Streya laughed, the sound ringing sweet and clear, like a bright golden bell.

    Shyly, Fjörna tucked a strand of dark curls behind Streya’s ear. “I’ve been wanting to do that for a long time,” she said.

    Streya smiled, her green eyes glittering happily. “I’ve wanted to do that for a long time too,” she said quietly.

    They lay back on the blanket, their bodies stretched out alongside one another, and continued to kiss, slow, tender kisses that filled them both with joy. Fjörna felt her body come alive, her hands moving without any guidance from her mind. Streya’s skin felt luxurious in her mouth, the place below her collarbone as soft and tender as a ripe summer peach. She didn’t dare kiss any lower; the presence of her breasts was almost too overwhelming to consider. She could feel them pressing against her body, soft and full beneath the folds of fabric, but to touch them, let alone kiss them, would have taken more courage than she could possibly muster. Instead, she reached up to stroke Streya’s hair, lovingly parting the damp, curly strands.

    Streya shifted so that she could crawl awkwardly on top of her, nearly falling when her skirt got caught beneath her knee. Giggling, she adjusted her skirt, and sat up so that she was straddling Fjörna. Fjörna looked up, enlivened and completely terrified to find Streya gazing down at her, her green eyes glittering with exultation. As Streya leaned down, her long, curly hair fell around her face, tickling Fjörna’s cheeks and nose. She bent lower, gently kissing first Fjörna’s forehead, then her nose, and finally her mouth. As the kiss lengthened, Fjörna felt her panic transform into rapture, and she clutched at Streya’s back, holding her closely. The minutes passed, with their hands gently caressing one another’s faces, their lips exploring one another’s skin, until finally they nestled into each other’s arms, Streya’s head settling into the crook of Fjörna’s shoulder.

    A sense of quiet settled over them, an unspoken tenderness that seeped into their bones and soothed their frantically beating hearts. A heavy mist slowly gathered along the beach, eventually growing so thick that the top of the bluff was lost to sight. It was a few minutes before either spoke, let alone moved; they were too busy soaking up the nearness of each other. A seagull barked from out over the water, and a moment later they watched as it emerged from a thick layer of fog. It circled once over the sandy beach, its black-tipped wings outstretched, its orange beak in sharp contrast to the grey all around, before disappearing yet again into the mist.

    Fjörna shifted, so that she could better see Streya’s face. “Have you always known?” she asked.

    “About my feelings for you?”

    Fjörna nodded.

    “For a long time, yes.”

    “Since when?”

    Streya smiled shyly. “There was this moment over the winter when we were up in your room… That night that I slept over.”

    Fjörna blushed and glanced away. “I remember,” she said.

    “You do?”

    Fjörna nodded. “I felt it too, only I didn’t know what it was.” She paused, eyeing Streya nervously; she desperately wanted to ask her another question, and yet was afraid of the answer she might give. “Have you ever felt like this with anyone else?”

    Streya shook her head. “Nothing like this.”

    They fell into silence, each ruminating over her own thoughts. Fjörna ran her hand softly along the length of Streya’s spine, amazed that she was finally holding her in her arms. The waves made a soft hushing sound as they rolled up onto the sand, calming the passion that had so recently overtaken her.

    Fjörna heard Streya take a deep breath in, and turned to look at her face. “What are you thinking about?” she asked.

    “The water and the sky, and this blanket of mist spreading out forever. In a way it feels like just us two, alone in all the world.” Streya smiled, and reached up to run her finger across Fjörna’s bottom lip. “What about you?” she asked.

    “I was just thinking about how happy I am.”

    “Will you tell me about your trip now?”

    “Yes, but we should sit up. It’s a long tale.”

    Streya pushed up into a seated position, her hands folded politely in front of her as she looked at Fjörna expectantly.

    Fjörna laughed, and likewise pushed herself up. “I don’t really know where to begin,” she said.

    “Anywhere will do,” Streya replied.

    “Well,” Fjörna began, “the journey was nothing like what I thought it would be.”

    “How so?”

    “The king was very ill, but the only thing that could help him was a magical flower that grows deep in the Thoraki Mountains.”

    Streya looked at her quizzically. “So you weren’t at the palace this whole time?”

    Fjörna shook her head. “No. We went with Ichante in search of the flower, and many things happened along the way.”

    “Like what?”

    “I met a creature in the woods—an ancient creature of magic.”

    Streya raised her eyebrows, but didn’t interrupt.

    Noticing, Fjörna smiled. “But that’s not even the half of it. Wait until I tell you about what happened on the mountain.”

    Fjörna talked for nearly an hour without interruption, telling Streya about their journey to the mountain, her encounter with the naemith, the true history of Staerjka, and the prophesy Ylva had shared with them. Most especially, she told her of the unexpected and deep friendship that had developed between herself and Ichante. Streya remained a rapt audience throughout, gasping when Fjörna told her how her ankle had healed in a matter of minutes, and crying when she recounted what had actually happened to the maegkana centuries before. The only times Streya looked a little uncertain were when Fjörna talked about the princess; during these moments, a slight crease would form between her eyebrows, and her green eyes would narrow. Fjörna noticed, but still plunged on, telling her everything that had happened, leaving nothing out, including the conversation she’d had with Saskia, and their discussion concerning the capacity of the human heart.

    As Fjörna concluded, she looked down into her hands, slightly terrified at what Streya might say, or do, now that she’d heard everything.

    Streya stared at her for a full minute before speaking, her mind reeling from the enormity of it all. Finally, she reached out and laid a hand atop Fjörna’s thigh.

    Startled, Fjörna looked up; she had half expected Streya to be angry, but the gentleness in her touch showed otherwise.

    “Are you scared?” Streya asked.

    Fjörna swallowed down a lump in her throat before answering. “Terrified,” she said.

    “Of what?”

    “I don’t know where this journey will take me, or what I’ll have to do. I don’t know anything about it. I might have to leave for a long time, and I don’t know when or if I’ll come back.”

    Streya’s hand tightened on her leg. “I’m coming with you, when the time comes. You know that, don’t you?”

    At her words, Fjörna felt a sudden pang of fear. What would she do if something happened to her? “Streya, you can’t come with me. Not on this. It isn’t your path.”

    Streya’s expression grew fierce with resolve, her green eyes astonishingly bright in contrast to the thick fog that surrounded her. “Of course I’m coming with you,” she said. “I won’t let you face this alone.”

    “I won’t be alone,” Fjörna argued. “I’ll have Ichante.”

    Streya sat up taller, her nostrils flaring as she inhaled through her nose. “Well, then you’ll have both of us,” she declared.

    Fjörna looked away, overwhelmed by the love she felt in her heart. She knew there was no stopping Streya once she’d decided on something, and so there was no use telling her no.

    “Well?” Streya said.

    Fjörna glanced over, and slowly nodded.

    Streya grinned. “Well, all right then,” she said.

    “What about your life here?” Fjörna asked.

    “I don’t want to be anywhere that you’re not,” Streya replied.

    Fjörna shifted uncomfortably, again looking away.

    “What is it?” Streya asked.

    “What about Lukasha?”

    “What about him?” Streya asked.

    “Do you love him?”

    “Lukasha?” Streya said incredulously.

    Fjörna nodded.

    “Of course not! I love you.”

    “But he comes by to see you.”

    “I know. And I’ll tell you what I told you the night I met him—it’s just plain nice to be seen and accepted for myself, for the person I feel like I am; to be upheld the way you uphold me. And he is very interesting; and I never know what he’s going to say next. But do I love him? Of course not.”

    “But could you love him one day?”

    Streya looked away, her body stiffening. “I don’t know.”

    “Are you going to let him court you?” Fjörna asked quietly.

    Streya’s lips pressed into a thin line, as if she couldn’t stand the question. When she turned to face Fjörna, her eyes were full of anguish. “What do you think I should do?” she asked.

    Fjörna was shocked. She hadn’t expected Streya to give her that kind of power. She stared at Streya, searching her face, and finding the same blazing hope that filled her own heart. But there was something beneath it—something hardened from a life spent wanting more—and Fjörna shrugged her shoulders dejectedly. “With him, you might get all the things you’ve ever wanted: safety, respect, the possibility of more than what you were born to.”

    “But I wouldn’t get you,” Streya remarked quietly.

    Fjörna scowled and looked out towards the water. The mist continued to obscure the horizon, a dense grey cloud that seeped into her heart, dampening her sense of possibility. Just minutes before, she had felt as if she were holding the most precious gift of life in her hands: pure love. And yet now, as she looked out towards the murky water, it felt suddenly like she had just awoken from a dream. It was just like the night before, when she had looked upon the embers in the fire and felt doubt creep into her heart. And now, here was that question again: was there even room for love in her life, now that she was facing the unknown? What right did she have to hold Streya back, given that her own life was so uncertain?

    Streya waited for her to say something, watching as Fjörna sat there, gazing out at the mist, as though she were breathing in the strength of the ages, soaking up the wisdom of the sea.

    Fjörna continued to stare out at the swirling mist, but she wasn’t really looking at it. A part of her did understand why Streya would consider Lukasha. At the ball, all those people had stared at Streya with such utter contempt, and Fjörna had seen the pain it caused her. She could well understand why Streya would consider choosing a man for the protection he offered, and especially so if there was any chance true affection might grow. And if she did marry him, Fjörna thought, she would live a life of prestige and wealth, never again knowing the insult afforded her current status. Could she really ask Streya to make a different choice? If Fjörna truly loved her, shouldn’t she release her to pursue a life that would bring her happiness?

    Finally, Fjörna glanced over at Streya, her eyes softening from the look of pure dread on her face. “You’ll always have me,” she said. “In some form or another. The way I love you isn’t going to change. And honestly, with the future that I’m facing, there’s nothing conventional about it. So why should this be?”

    “But what should I do?” Streya asked.

    “I have such mixed feelings,” Fjörna replied haltingly.

    “Tell me.”

    “I want to be with you. But beyond that, I want you to be happy. I don’t know what’s possible with him, but maybe it wouldn’t be the worst thing to explore it. At least a little.”

    “And you would be all right with that?”

    Fjörna pursed her lips and looked out to sea. “I think so,” she said. “I learned a lot at the palace, and not just about my part in the prophecy. I also learned a little about love. I think I could be strong enough to let you explore, and to let us explore, as long as we kept talking about it.”

    Streya looked at her curiously. “Do you love Ichante?” she asked. “Is that what you’re talking about?”

    Fjörna met her gaze shyly. “Maybe,” she said quietly. “Maybe not. But either way, I do know that the heart is capable of far more than I ever thought possible.”

    “Are you sure about all this?” Streya asked nervously.

    “I’m sure about you, and the rest we’ll figure out.”

    “And you won’t abandon me, or stop talking to me, if something happens that you don’t like?”

    “Of course not! How could I abandon my heart?”

    Streya gave a wide, tremulous smile, her eyes bright with tears.

    “There’s just one thing,” Fjörna continued.

    “Anything,” Streya replied.

    Fjörna scrunched her mouth to one side as she thought about how to pose her concern. “I want to trust you, as I’ve always trusted you. There are things I don’t want you to share.”

    “I would never share anything like that with him. You can trust me, Fjörna.”

    “Good. Because I really need you right now.”

    Streya leaned over so that her head was resting on Fjörna’s shoulder. “You have me, for now and always.”

    Fjörna smiled and looked out at the water, watching as a wave splashed against the base of the rocks, before slowly rolling back out to sea. Just then a ray of light pierced down through the cloud cover, making a thousand small rainbows in the tiny water droplets that floated through the air. It fell onto the sea, transforming a wide section of the grey churning water into a circle of glistening blue. The sight of it pierced through her skin, likewise lighting up the dark recesses of her heart. Beside her, she felt Streya smile, her whole body swelling with the warmth that filled her. They watched as the light slowly expanded until a hole opened up in the clouds, allowing them to see a patch of blue sky behind the thick, grey mist.

    “I think the sun’s coming out,” Streya murmured.

    “I think you’re right,” Fjörna replied.

    She leaned over and kissed the top of Streya’s head. When she turned once more to the sea, the opening had spread even further, and she watched with a tender smile as color—garish, bright, dazzling color—returned to the world.
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